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BACKGROUND AND OVERVIEW 
 
Understanding the work of Senior and Assistant Coaches in the AFL is 
important to better develop the next generation of performance coaches. 
Hence the focus of this research was to examine the knowledge, 
competences and learning of senior and assistant coaches in the Australian 
Football League. Specifically, the research sought to understand the ways in 
which Senior and Assistant Coaches in the AFL have come to know their 
“craft” with the particular aim of enhancing future coaching practice. 
Performance coaching is generally regarded as a cognitive activity and 
therefore “getting inside the heads” of AFL coaches will assist in our 
understanding of the complex coaching work in which they are engaged. In-
depth interviews provided coaches an opportunity to reflect on their practices 
and how they learned their craft. Fundamental to this research was an 
understanding that the AFL and each club within the league be regarded as 
learning organizations and workplaces where learning takes place. Moreover 
the process of mentoring is regarded as a central learning process and a 
significant factor contributing to improved professional coaching practice.  
This applied research aims to inform coach development in Australian 
football, the annual review process (quality of performance) of employed 
coaches, and the recruitment of coaches in the AFL. Improving the quality of 
coaching in the AFL will, in turn, improve the performance of the players and 
teams, and subsequently enhance the continued development and 
sustainability of the game.  
 
Structure of the report 
This paper comprehensively reports the AFL funded research project 
on “Coaching knowledge, learning and mentoring in the AFL”. The Executive 
Summary provides an overview of the project, the findings, the subsequent 
recommendations and implications for coach development.  
The remainder of the research report is organised into four sections. In 
the first section, the introduction includes a brief review of the literature and 
the key research questions. Second, the method is outlined, including data 
collection procedures and data analyses. In this section demographic data of 
the participants is also presented. Third, the results from an analysis of the 
data collected from the interviews with the 16 participants are reported. 
Fourth, the competences for both Assistant and Senior Coaches are 
identified; and fifth the conclusions, recommendations to the AFL for coach 
development, and directions for possible future research are presented. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
This research examined the knowledge, competences, and the ways in 
which Senior (SC) and Assistant Coaches (AC) in the AFL have developed 
their coaching practices. Semi-structured interviews and a brief questionnaire 
on the backgrounds of the participants provided the data for analysis and 
evaluation.  
The major findings of this research were: 
 
(a) What is coaches’ work: 
 The major aspect of AFL coaches’ work is in the broad area of 
leadership and management, especially for the senior coaches; 
 Coaches reported leadership and management as the most challenging 
aspect of their work; 
 Significant increase in information management (data collection 
and analysis); 
i. Use of computer-based software to analyse data (e.g., 
GPS system: 
 Challenge is to synthesise that info into a simple but meaningful 
feedback to the SC and players 
i. e.g., in the box during the match 
 There was evidence supporting a shift in the approach to leadership 
towards a more autonomy-supportive style; 
 The roles of SCs and ACs are continuing to evolve as SCs and ACs 
continually seek ways to improve their professional practice and the 
ways in which they conduct their business; 
1. The increased employment and status of medical and 
conditioning staff can be considered within the broad category of 
coaching staff; 
 Important competences for AFL coaches, are analytical and reflective 
skills in evaluating performance (player, staff, self) 
 
(b) How coaches learn: 
 The workplace is the major resource for learning coaching practice, and 
can both facilitate and inhibit learning. 
 Coaches in the AFL actively seek to improve their professional 
(coaching) practice – coaches want to be successful and posses high 
levels of personal agency (self-motivation); 
 Assistant Coaches access a variety of resources to develop their 
knowledge, however, experiential learning and observation are the 
most common sources; 
o In general, Assistant Coaches (AC) perceive SCs as a major 
source for their learning, but there are varying degrees of 
support from the SC; i.e., there were varying degrees of 
reciprocity in the SC-AC relationship; 
 Critical incidents associated with issues that arise in their work guides 
the development of AFL coaches’ professional practice.  
 A major area for development of their professional practice identified by 
the coaches is associated with the “box” on match day. Specifically, the 
AFL Research Report: Coaching knowledge, learning and mentoring in the AFL 
Cliff Mallett, Tony Rossi, & Richard Tinning   6 
lack of structured feedback to all coaches in the box during match day 
appears to be lacking;  
 Feedback on coaching performance is generally limited and when it is 
provided it tend to be ad hoc; furthermore the quality of feedback is 
mostly superficial; 
 SCs report the importance of integrating all aspects of the management 
of the club and communicating all developments to promote a sense of 
community spirit; 
 Clear communication of roles and tasks for all AC and other support 
personnel can be improved; 
 
Four recommendations have been identified to provide direction to the 
development of Assistant and Senior Coaches in the AFL. A detailed 
description if the recommendations can be found in Section X of the report. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 1: 
The AFL Club is the major resource for AFL coaches learning. The facilitation 
of Assistant Coaches learning is contingent on the philosophy and subsequent 
behaviours of the Senior Coach. Clubs should play an active role in working 
with coaching staff in facilitating the development of coaches. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 2:  
There appears to be increasing demands upon coaches in the AFL and 
education and training in the areas of leadership and management should be 
a priority.   
 
RECOMMENDATION 3:  
The development of more authentic learning experiences in the formal 
development of AFL coaches to facilitate their learning. For example, the 
development of case studies (critical incidents for learning) would be more 
authentic than a hypothetical scenario. A suggested format might be: 
 
 Interview a SC about a critical incident of leadership or management; 
 Develop a case study around the incident; 
 Write up the case study; 
 Present the case study and in groups coaches can suggest an 
approach to solving the issue; 
 Bring the SC in to discuss what he did and why? What did he learn? 
 
RECOMMENDATION 4: 
Workshops for coaches aimed at improving constructive feedback to coaches 
about the quality of their work 
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THE PROJECT IN FULL 
 
INTRODUCTION: COACHING KNOWLEDGE, LEARNING AND 
MENTORING IN THE AFL 
In most AFL clubs there is a Senior Coach and at least one Assistant 
Coach and in many clubs up to four Assistant Coaches. Whether explicit or 
otherwise the Senior Coach often acts as a mentor to the Assistant Coach. 
Through observing what the Senior Coach does, the Assistant coach ‘picks 
up’ seemingly through a process of osmosis, the necessary knowledge and 
competences to enable some to eventually consider a position as Senior 
Coach. This process, however, is often less than explicit and perhaps even ad 
hoc. To date there has been little systematic study of what skills, 
competences and knowledge are required to become a Senior Coach and 
how they have acquired them. Moreover, there has been no research into the 
process of mentoring by which Assistant coaches learn to become Senior 
Coaches. This study attempted to address both these shortcomings. 
The main aim of this research was to conduct an in-depth examination 
of the work of Senior Coaches and Assistant Coaches within the AFL and how 
they come to know how to do that work. By developing an understanding of 
what coaches do and how they learn their profession, we will be better able to 
inform the coach development process in general and the mentoring process 
of Assistant coaches specifically. In short, we are interested in what Senior 
Coaches know and do, how they come to know, and how Assistant AFL 
coaches learn to be Senior Coaches.  
 
Purpose of the Research 
Specifically, this research will be useful in: 
 
1. Informing the coach development that is aimed at the preparation of 
Assistant and Senior Coaches in AFL; 
2. Informing the annual review process of the quality of performance of 
Senior Coaches and Assistant Coaches; 
3. Informing recruitment of Senior Coaches and Assistant Coaches. 
 
Research to Inform Practice 
The literature on coaching to date has been of limited practical use for 
coaches for a number of reasons. First, much of the literature fails to 
distinguish between different types of coaching. There appears to be an 
assumption for example that the work of a Senior Coach at the elite level in a 
major league football franchise is in some way similar to that of the coach of 
the Under 12 team. Lyle (2002) usefully distinguishes between performance 
coaching and participation coaching. The AFL Senior and Assistant coaches 
are concerned with performance coaching, albeit that their roles and tasks 
may be somewhat different. The assumption therefore that different forms of 
coaching require similar competences and skills is flawed. We argue that the 
roles and competences required to be a successful performance coach are 
different to those required for a participation coach. Moreover, even within 
performance coaching there are differences between the demands and 
challenges of each sport, for example, Senior and Assistant Coaches in the 
AFL. 
AFL Research Report: Coaching knowledge, learning and mentoring in the AFL 
Cliff Mallett, Tony Rossi, & Richard Tinning   8 
Second, the literature that has informed coach development has been 
influenced by a lack of an in-depth examination of the process of performance 
coaching and by a failure to make clear distinctions between the various forms 
of coaching. Coaching is also context-specific. That is, each sport is different 
and the context in which each sport operates is different. Consequently, 
research that guides coach development in Australian football should examine 
the coaching of the sport within its own unique context. This research will 
have practical relevance since it will be specifically focussed on performance 
AFL coaches and will examine the coaching process.  
 
COACHING KNOWLEDGE AND MENTORING IN ELITE SPORT: A 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
The AFL as a Learning Organisation 
The Australian Football League, like any organization, can be identified 
as a ‘learning organisation’ (Senge, 1992). Drucker (1992) suggests that 
sustainability of an organization is only feasible if the organization continues to 
learn, develop and grow with knowledge being at the heart of growth. The 
clubs, part of the AFL the sub-organizational structure, should be encouraged 
to see themselves in this way. To do this, there needs to be a better 
understanding of how to foster the continuing development of ‘coaching 
knowledge’: 
  
Learning at work has become one of the most exciting areas of 
development in the dual fields of management and development. It has 
moved to become a central concern of corporations and universities; it 
is no longer the preoccupation of a small band of vocational training 
specialists. A new focus on learning is changing the way businesses 
see themselves. At the same time, developmental institutions are 
realizing that they need to engage with the world of work in a more 
sophisticated manner than ever before. (Boud & Garrick, 1999, p. 1) 
 
It is significant now that we are drawn to learning not as just as preparation 
for something but as an investment. As with all investments, it is something to 
be nurtured and treasured because the dividend can be significant. This 
capital analogy may seem in the first instance vulgar but Boud and Garrick 
(1999) and Senge (1992) suggest that learning lies at the heart of 
organizations and is in fact their lifeblood and key to their sustainability. 
Rynne, Mallett and Tinning (2006) stated that, “coaches and high 
performance sport organizations must embrace learning if they are to 
compete in the global marketplace” (p. ). 
The valuing of human resource has become one of the most significant 
changes in organizational behaviour in recent times and as Matthews and 
Candy (1999) suggest it is not so much the ‘stock’ of knowledge that is 
important within an organization, rather it is the “dynamic process through 
which that knowledge is enhanced and renewed” (p. 49). 
 
Workplace Learning 
In our analysis we considered the AFL club as a workplace (where 
coaches and players do their work). The literature related to learning in the 
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workplace (see for example Billett, 2001) was particularly generative in 
helping us make sense of how coaches learn (Rynne, Mallett, & Tinning, 
2006). The literature on learning in the workplace encompasses several 
theories of learning associated with understanding how individuals learn for 
and during work, which allows researchers to select appropriate theories to 
examine different problems or issues (Hager, 1999). Consistent with these 
theories is that learning occurs through social participation, i.e., situated 
nature of learning (Rynne et al., 2006).  
Central to workplace learning is the interdependence between (a) work 
activities/tasks, (b) other workers, and (c) the workplace itself (Fenwick, 
2005). Two major sub-themes within this discourse on learning relevant to 
coaching are the concepts of “communities of practice” and the “co-
participation model” (Rynne, et al., 2006). 
The concept of situated learning (Lave &Wenger, 1991), which 
highlights the situation-specific nature of learning and the importance of 
communities of practice (such as the Australian football community or an 
individual AFL club) give legitimacy to ideas and practices. Ideas (and 
research) do not easily travel across different communities of practice. This 
research focused on AFL clubs and produced knowledge that is situated in 
the relevant communities of practice.  
The second sub-theme that has significance within the framework of 
how coaches learn at work is the co-participation model. This model examines 
the interdependent relations between a coach’s personal agency (individual 
action) and workplace affordances (social practice) that facilitate learning.  
 
Coaching Knowledge 
Coaching knowledge should be considered as professional knowledge. 
In their examination of knowledge structures in coaching, Abraham and 
Collins (1998) identified two key knowledge domains. The first was concerned 
with the management of the training environment, whilst the second was 
concerned with technical knowledge specific to the sport.  Three major 
categories of knowledge that underpin the two knowledge domains identified 
by Abraham and Collins (1998) include, declarative knowledge (“knowing 
what” or “knowing about things”), procedural knowledge (“knowing how to”) 
(see Ryle, 1949, for his classic analysis of ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’), 
and propositional knowledge (“if … then” or “what if ...” rules in novel 
situations). While all three knowledge categories are important for AFL 
coaches Lyle (2002) contends that coach education courses traditionally focus 
on declarative knowledge and as a consequence there is an unnecessary 
separation of the different types of knowledge that might be deemed as 
worthwhile.  
Importantly, like professionals in other fields, coaching professionals 
find it hard to articulate exactly what it is that they know (Eraut, 1994; Schön, 
1983). Indeed, the fact that much of the Senior Coaches’ knowledge exists at 
a tacit rather than explicit level means that it is challenging for the coaches to 
learn. 
Like any professional in fields where knowledge must be transferred to 
others, AFL coaches must draw upon declarative, procedural and 
dispositional knowledge (Newell, 1990). Moreover, such knowledge is always 
located in, or mediated by, the particular biography of the professional. For 
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example, all AFL coaches bring with them a personal biography, which is 
steeped in the rituals and traditions and indeed the innovations of the game. 
This knowledge has usually been crafted over many years of success and 
failure, of trial and error, of analysis and sometimes educated guesswork and 
risk taking and assessment. This makes coaching knowledge many things; it 
is dynamic, often idiosyncratic, deeply personal, and often highly practical but 
not void of deliberative thought. All this means that it is both difficult to 
describe and more so measure or assess. By describing the work that Senior 
and Assistant Coaches do and how they come to know what to do this 
research will contribute to a more sophisticated and context-relevant 
understanding of the AFL coaching process. 
 
Mentoring 
It is difficult to determine how a Senior Coach deals with their role of 
leading or mentoring Assistant and specialist coaches. Coaches develop the 
basis of their practice and coaching philosophies from the observation of 
“expert” coaches (Côté, Salmela, Trudel, Baria, & Russell, 1995). At the 
International Coach Development Conference in 1999 the Australian 
Coaching Council convened a meeting for the Mentoring Reference Group. 
The report of that group’s deliberations (Kieren, 1999) highlighted a number of 
key elements related to an effective mentoring program; mentoring is a two 
way process, it has mutual benefit for professional development, there is often 
more than one mentor, and that in any mentoring situation the focus should be 
on the mentee. In addition there is a push for mentorship to be underpinned 
by components of the apprenticeship model. Apprenticeship, however, is not 
without its critics for under such learning situations the mentee might focus 
mainly on technical aspects of the work and neglect or ignore the 
underpinning or tacit rationales that inform particular practices (Tinning, 1996). 
Rossi (1996) argues that the mentoring relationship is a shared responsibility 
with the construction of new knowledge a shared enterprise. By describing the 
processes of mentoring coaches within AFL clubs this research will provide 
valuable information for clubs and coaching courses to better assist in the 
development of Senior and Assistant Coaches. 
 
Summary 
 
Through the proposed investigative process, key aspects of the 
coaching process in the AFL will be identified. Specifically, the emergent 
themes will identify key knowledge and competences associated with 
performance coaching in the AFL. Through that process, how Senior Coaches 
and Assistant Coaches come to know what they know will be explored, 
subsequently providing a deeper understanding of the mentoring process in 
AFL that, in turn, will inform coach development in the preparation of future 
coaches in the AFL. Additionally, the findings will inform the annual review 
and recruitment of Senior Coaches and Assistant Coaches. 
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RESEARCH METHOD 
 
We argue that key to understanding performance coaching in AFL is to 
get “inside the heads” of successful coaches. Performance coaching is 
essentially a cognitive activity (Lyle, 2002) and subsequently, coaching 
knowledge is often implicit rather than explicit but contrary to public opinion 
Salmela (1995) suggests that it can be expressed verbally. Although coaches 
may find it difficult to verbalise about their work, Lyle (2002) argues that, “ the 
great majority of ‘intuitive’ actions are simply ‘cognitive shortcuts’ … that 
represent part of the tacit, propositional and procedural knowledge” (p. 133). 
Hence asking the right questions is critical to examining the work of 
performance coaches. What we know about something will depend on the 
questions we ask of it (Postman, 1989). In this regard the type of questions 
that were asked in the interviews was critical to the elicitation of how Senior 
and Assistant AFL coaches make sense of their work. Trying to understand 
this process was best pursued by means of a qualitative methodology in 
which nuanced, contextual responses were documented and subsequently 
analysed.  
 
Participants 
Five Senior Coaches (SC), six Assistant Coaches (AC) and five 
Administrators (including former coaches in the AFL/WAFL/VFL/SAFL) at 
different clubs were recruited for the research project. Participants were drawn 
from the current and past Senior and Assistant Coaches in the AFL. Their 
participation in the project was voluntary and conducted through the AFL 
Coaches’ Association. Eleven of the 16 AFL Clubs were represented in the 
project. 
 
Procedures 
There were two major data collection measures. First, each participant 
completed a short questionnaire that identified demographic information (i.e., 
age, playing and coaching experience, development, coach development 
activities). Second, the Principal Researcher interviewed each participant for 
approximately 45-90 minutes. The use of a semi-structured interview process 
provided an in-depth understanding of the work of this group of AFL coaches 
by capturing rich representations of their experiences, thoughts, and feelings 
without the constraints of theory-driven questionnaires. Semi-structured 
questions were designed around the following four major roles of performance 
coaches identified by Lyle (2002), which are listed below: 
 Performance enhancement (e.g., design and implementation of training 
sessions [including recovery], competitions, schedules and coaches’ 
behaviours including, technical instruction, feedback, demonstration, 
encouragement, observation, organization and recording) 
 Those activities that support or prepare for the direct intervention (e.g., 
planning, administration, data management, and counselling). 
 Attempts by the coach to manage the situational factors to the best 
advantage of the players and the coaching process (e.g., training 
access, support services, competition schedules, funding, availability of 
personnel, equipment, recruitment, athlete support services, governing 
bodies, development plans, financial support, sponsorship matters) 
AFL Research Report: Coaching knowledge, learning and mentoring in the AFL 
Cliff Mallett, Tony Rossi, & Richard Tinning   12 
 Continuous overview of the progress of the coaching process in 
relation to stated objectives; strategic planning based on a process of 
monitoring and regulation, judgements about players, coaching, 
progress, and likely outcomes, evaluating and predicting the combined 
effects.  
Further questions were focused on eliciting descriptions of the 
mentoring process as the Senior Coaches and Assistant coaches and their 
respective perceptions of its efficacy. Interviews were audio-taped and 
transcribed verbatim for analysis. Since the skills and competences required 
during the context might be different to those required before and after 
matches the examination of the work performed by Senior and Assistant 
coaches in the AFL will include coaching before and after competitions as well 
as during the match.  
 
Data Analysis 
An interpretative analysis of the interview data – a form of inductive 
analysis in which ‘meaning units’ representing core categories emerge from 
the data – was conducted by the investigators. All interviews were transcribed 
verbatim and were returned to the participant for member checking. Changes 
were made by some of the participants. The full transcripts were prepared and 
entered into Nvivo (Version 7) for analysis. First, data was coded according to 
the key questions put to all respondents by the interviewer, resulting in the 
creation of coding categories (nodes) for work roles, learning coaching and 
levels of co-participation. Once this was completed, each question was then 
coded to identify and quantify the range of responses given in answer to the 
questions, and nodes were created for each of the themes that emerged at 
this stage of the analysis. For example, ‘work roles’ was further subdivided 
into the coaching team, roles associated with the coaching task, the coaching 
process and career paths for coaches. 
 In addition, nodes were created for a series of contextual themes – the 
coach’s position (i.e., Senior Coach, Assistant coach), the degree of difficulty 
and importance associated with the various roles of the coach, and the 
additional dimensions of change and comparisons made between 
experiences within different clubs.  
 Once the initial descriptive coding was completed, a second level of 
analysis was applied to identify significant themes that emerged across the 
categories created on the basis of the responses to the interview questions. 
This identified key competences required to undertake the various tasks of 
coaching, as described in discussion of both work roles and learning 
coaching, and preferences for processes used to acquire these competences. 
 A final level of analysis involved conducting matrix intersection 
searches to produce comparative tables based on the level of the coach’s 
position under discussion (Senior or Assistant). This facilitated the 
identification of common competences and learning processes as well as 
competences and learning preferences that were unique to a particular 
coaching level. 
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RESULTS 
 
There are complexities to representing data which emerges through 
conversation. The ethical dilemmas alone mean that researchers must 
proceed with caution.  In this case we have the task of representing real 
people in real circumstances and those circumstances are often directly in the 
public eye. Moreover the positions that the participants of this research are in 
are highly contested and the world of coaching like the world of sport is often 
precarious.  As a consequence, we have opted to present the data as 
storylines, vignettes and instances and to do that we have used the voices of 
the participants extensively. This we feel gives as true a picture as can be 
presented.  There was extensive ember checking and all participants 
therefore had the opportunity to delete, change, add or emphasise any part of 
their transcripts if they felt it was unrepresentative. In this sense we are 
confident that what is presented here is as accurate an account as possible.  
In accordance with the expectations of research we have interpreted these 
storyline, vignettes and instances so that collectively they tell a broader story 
of how senior and assistant coaches in the AFL undertake and indeed create 
learning opportunities. In the interests of anonymity, pseudonyms are used 
throughout. Several themes emerged from the interview data and these were 
complemented by the demographic data on the coaches’ background. Each of 
the major themes and the sub-themes are outlined and supported by the data 
collected and discussed within the framework of coaches’ knowledge, learning 
and mentoring in the AFL.  
 
Backgrounds of AFL Coaches: Some Demographic Data 
 
Sixteen men participated in the study, including five current AFL Senior 
Coaches, six current AFL Assistant Coaches and five Administrators (AFL 
club or AFL organization). The age of the participants ranged from 37 to 64 
years (M = 46.7 years; SD = 7.2 years). The participants were experienced as 
players, coaches and/or administrators and had lengthy involvement in the 
AFL/VFL/WAFL/SANFL.  
Playing experience. The 15 participants who played Australian football 
at the elite level amassed 222 years of senior (elite) football (M = 14.8 years; 
range = 7-26), including 104 years in the AFL (n = 11; M = 9.5 years; range = 
2-17) and 118 years in the VFL/WAFL/SANFL (n = 12; M = 9.9 years; range = 
1-18). Fifteen of the 16 participants played in the VFL/WAFL/SANFL/AFL 
leagues. 
Coaching experience. Overall, the participants were an experienced 
coaching group with 15 of the participants reporting 176 coaching seasons (M 
= 10.2 years; range = 5-34), including 123 years in the AFL, 33 in the 
VFL/WAFL/SANFL, and 20 in other sub-elite competitions. Nine participating 
coaches had coached at more than one AFL club. Other data included: 
o AFL Coaching experience  
o 11 participants (M = 6.0 years; range = 1.5-12); 
o Six participants have been a SC in the AFL (M = 9.3 years; 
range = 2-23); 
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o Of the five SCs in the sample, four reported experience as an 
AC in the AFL, (M = 3; range = 2-4), and two in the 
VFL/WAFL/SANFL (M = 6.5; range = 2-11).  
o VFL/WAFL/SANFL Coaching experience  
o Two participants were AC (M = 6.5 years, range = 3-10); 
o Seven participants were SC in the VFL/WAFL/SANFL (M = 
2.8 years; range = 1-8). 
The five SCs who were interviewed in this project had relatively little 
experience as an AC before progressing to a SC. In contrast to some limited 
research (see Trudel & Gilbert, 2006), which has shown that on average Head 
Coaches have five or more years experience as an AC before progressing to 
the higher role, the SCs in this study averaged 2.1 years (range = 0-4). 
Coaching Awards. Seven of the 11 AFL coaches had received national 
recognition of their coaching through winning coaching awards, demonstrating 
the high level of achievement of many of the participating coaches in this 
project.  
Formal Education. Nine (56%) coaches were educated at tertiary level 
(five in Physical Education or equivalent), including five at the bachelor’s 
degree level and four (25%) at the postgraduate level. One participant had 
completed TAFE qualifications and the remaining six participants completed 
secondary schooling. Thirteen participants held a Level 3 coaching award 
through the National Coach Accreditation Scheme (NCAS), with a further two 
participants holding a Level 2, and the remaining participant holding a Level 1 
award. 
 
Coaches’ background: Player, not managerial 
On average, the participants in this study had played almost 15 
seasons of Australian football at the elite level. All but one of the participants 
played at the VFL/WAFL/SANFL/AFL level and this playing experience was 
instrumental in the initial appointments as AFL coaches.  
Jack a Senior Coach (SC) said: “I think having been a captain of a 
footy club really was a good stepping-stone to becoming a senior coach ... 
We’re all, the majority of us, are all ex-footballers who have played football 
that have come up and become managers.” Many value this experience as a 
resource to inform their coaching.  
 
Moving from Assistant Coach to Senior Coach 
Assistant coaches have various attitudes to their career path, which 
appears to be contingent upon their goals as coach. There would appear to be 
three broad categories of ACs. First, there is the AC who has ambitions of 
progressing to SC position at one of the AFL clubs. Not all ACs see 
themselves following that pathway. Second, some ACs see themselves as a 
career AC – they feel comfortable in that role, albeit the role is fluid and 
dynamic in its nature, but importantly they enjoy that work.  Furthermore, 
some ACs do not have the confidence to make the transition to the SC role. 
Whilst they are interested in becoming a SC sometimes the more they learn 
about what SCs do in their work the less interested they might become. Some 
of the ACs prefer the work of the AC. The third category of AC includes those 
coaches who have recently made the transition from player to AC and are 
uncertain of their medium- to long-term future as a coach in the AFL.  
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Many participants believed that the selection of coaches both initially as 
an AC and then the progression from AC to SC was not systematic and 
structured. Luke (SC) reported that, the career path from Assistant coach to 
Senior Coach is “ad hoc”, which was supported by Jack (SC) who said that: 
 
There are still coaches picked in AFL footy that are picked for no logical 
reason. And that to me, in an industry that turns over 100’s and 100’s 
of millions of dollars, is probably unacceptable really. … That’s 
probably one of the downfalls of our coaching system in Australian 
Rules football, there’s no real set path. It’s just, you know, well I was a 
player, became an Assistant coach, the Senior Coach resigned and 
they asked me to coach. So it’s still very much an ad hoc environment 
to develop senior coaches and that’s certainly one of my concerns. Is it 
two years as an Assistant, is it four, is it five? Do you need to go and do 
a management course etc. etc. That’s the real concern.  
 
Regardless of the criteria used in the initial appointment and progression of 
coaches within the AFL, the contribution of formal education, training, and/or 
accreditation was acknowledged as contributing to the employment of 
coaches within the AFL:  
 
They are much better educated and they’re coming through now in 
numbers – that’s our level threes and level twos – because they 
understand that there’s a professional qualification needed.  We need 
the professional experience on the way there, but we also need the 
professional qualification that goes with it.  Unless you’re going to bring 
both of those, people are unlikely to employ you.  So it’s exciting in 
terms of opening a new set of parameters that we’ve been slow to do... 
(Robert, Admin) 
 
The areas of responsibility undertaken by Assistant Coaches extend beyond 
people who are just good at football …. 
 
We, for instance have taken within our coaching structure, not only 
people who we consider to have expertise as coaches to work with our 
senior coach on specific team performance related things, but also as 
part of the match committee and coaching team there are people who 
actually are going to be assigned the role of just helping people be 
better players as people and dealing with all the things they have to 
deal with. (Alex, Admin) 
 
For organizational reasons an AC can be given this responsibility for helping 
people be better players as people but this may require competences not 
usually expected of an AC: 
 
I think we’re responsible for coach and player welfare. I guess at that 
level we’ve got an Assistant coach or welfare manager, psychologist. 
Most AFL clubs are combining it with the Assistant coach’s role. I think 
it’s wrong because they don’t have the competences or commitment to 
that particular role because they see themselves as a football person, a 
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football coach, and not the welfare person. But, you have to pay 
someone and get them on the books and use them for their football 
attributes.  (Robert, Admin) 
 
Summary 
Overall, the participants were very experienced former elite players 
cum experienced elite coaches, who were generally well educated at the 
tertiary level and through the NCAS. The pathway to becoming a coach (AC & 
SC) was from a background as a player, which provided early career coaches 
some ‘street credibility’. The initial appointment as an AC and the progression 
through to SC was considered ‘ad hoc’.  
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Australian Football League Coaches’ Work  
 
The analyses revealed two key broad categories of work namely, (a) 
leadership and management, and (b) producing high performance. Both 
categories had within them a number of sub-categories and some of these 
could be broken down further into constituent parts. The following diagram 
summarizes the categories of coaches’ work identified through the interview 
data. 
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Figure 1: Summary of Coach’s work organized as major and sub-categories 
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A. Leadership and Management 
 
A key theme that emerged from the interview data was the centrality of 
leadership and management as an essential and broad area of work for both 
Assistant Coaches and Senior Coaches. The Assistant Coaches (AC) and 
Senior Coaches (SC) consistently reported that the role of management was 
one of the most difficult and complex tasks required of them. For example, in 
reporting about a course conducted for AFL assistant coaches, Masa (AC) 
said: 
 
you’ve got nothing in here about people management. I said it’s the 
most important bloody thing for a coach. That’s where all the trouble 
starts. So that’s the thing that we get let down most with. It’s the 
hardest thing in footy to be able to deal with all different people. 
 
Jim (SC) also reported that managing people was probably the most difficult 
aspect of his job as a senior coach and responded to that need by bringing in 
experts to develop the management skills of the coaching team.  
 
“We have leadership people come to our club. We have people like 
[former national coach from another football code] come and talk to us. 
We have leadership management people come and talk to us as 
coaches so you pick up some stuff there.” The need to be am effective 
manager was also supported in the following quote: “But I think the 
change I see the most in assistant coaches is this change about the 
thirst for more knowledge and in particular the management area” 
(Frank, Admin). 
 
In the broad category of leadership and management, five major sub-
themes were identified, (a) leadership, (b) people management, (c) 
information management, (d) club management, and (e) player management. 
Each of these sub-themes is discussed next. 
 
Leadership 
The ability to lead others is central to the role of those empowered to 
influence others, such as coaches. Effective leadership requires 
communication of a clear vision, the ability to manage people and other 
resources to maximise team performance. Leadership was considered to be 
an important part of the ability of a coach to manage resources. Frank (Admin) 
stated that: 
 
They’re becoming managers of people and they’re becoming leaders - 
a bit of both. I think once upon a time we expected coaches to be 
leaders but not necessarily good managers. Throwing things around 
and trying to motivate people etc but it’s gone the opposite, it’s very 
much management and leadership now.  
 
Tom (SC) in describing his current job as a SC said that: 
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The role is obviously a management role, managing staff, and 
managing players. It’s very much a leadership role, leading the club 
and being the face of the footy club as well. Then more specifically 
setting game plans, setting team rules, not so much discipline, we tend 
to leave that for the players but very much driving the culture of the 
whole organisation. 
 
People Management 
 Leadership was viewed as more than leading the team to victory. The 
broader role of leading thee club at several operational levels was a common 
perception. 
 
Communication 
Effective communication was considered key to managing human 
resources. However, there were some identified challenges to communication. 
Mutual respect is the basis of all communication in coaching: 
 
... if nothing else if the coach hasn’t got much technical ability, and I’ve 
seen some of those coaches, if he at least is making a genuine attempt 
to help players there is normally a mutual respect.(Frank, Admin)  
 
Senior Coaches and administrators described in some detail ways in which 
authentic communication arises from respectful, trusted human relationships. 
For example: 
 
I think we’re slowly, as people, starting to understand that people want 
to be involved in the process of saying, what?  Where? Why? How? 
Who?; in terms of the decision making by the group/team …  But still 
the most important thing is understanding your player.  I really know 
who you are as a person; what turns you on, turns you off; what you’re 
capable of. (Robert, Admin) 
 
Eliot (SC) also outlines how such authentic communication launches a 
process that can lead to peer accountability, as a key management tool: 
 
The method we try to use here to do it is to develop initially, an element 
of trust. That’s not trust that you’re going to show up on time or kick the 
goal or wear the right uniform or that sort of thing but it’s trust that you 
can actually make a comment to me, as your teammate, in an 
environment where you know that there will be a large degree of 
confidentiality and you can make a comment to me and I will take that 
comment on board, knowing that it’s a non political comment, it’s not 
emotional and it’s about improving the performance of our team and 
me. … If you’ve got trust, conflict and commitment then the key thing is 
you get accountability. Not accountability to make the senior coach 
making people accountable, it’s about the workers, the players making 
each other accountable.  
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Challenges to good communication  
Some challenges to effective communication are organizational: how 
do you include part-time staff, or team members working in separate areas? 
 
…  it’s quite difficult when you’ve got part time people coming 
into a full time environment and coordinating those sort of guys and 
making sure they understand the requirements of that particular week 
or that particular training session or that particular game. (Jim, AC) 
 
Managing people is time consuming and the increase in (part-time/casual) 
staff working with senior coaches in the AFL is increasing, causing extra strain 
(in terms of communication and time management) on an already demanding 
job. 
 An identified difficulty was to facilitate communication between people. 
This challenge of increasing communication was undertaken by Frank 
(Admin) who was exploring ways in which to increase communication 
between key personnel in his club: 
 
Our biggest joint issue in the off-season is to try and develop structures 
and systems to get people to talk. Especially our medical team and our 
match day team and some of our leaders in the player/leadership 
group.  
 
Other challenges to effective communication arise from the working 
relationships between the coaches. Sometimes a lack of cohesion in 
communication between coaches has the potential to cause problems 
between coaches and players. For example, Duncan (AC) expressed his 
challenge in communication: 
 
Generally … there’s not enough direction from the senior coach. He 
can be regarded at times as being unplanned, disorganized. So at 
times you’re not sure where he wants you to do. There’ll be times when 
you set things in place, thinking that is the direction we’re taking and 
he’ll come over the top and change things when he hasn’t been there in 
the planning process initially ... and having already explained it to 
players perhaps, ‘OK this is what we’ll be doing and this is the direction 
we’re taking’, and then have the senior coach come over the top makes 
it look like, OK the coaching group is dysfunctional and the players tend 
to lose confidence in you as well as a group.  
 
Facilitating effective communication 
Informal opportunities to talk have been fostered through arrangements 
for lunch or office layout. Furthermore, a central role of the SC is in 
participating in discussions about work:  
 
… We have lunch together almost every day and we’re sharing 
information all the time and the senior coach is very good at sharing 
information. So there’s a lot of that peer sort of sharing and then 
improving. (Steve, AC) 
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Furthermore,  
 
… our coaches were far more verbal at the course than any of the 
other … I’ve no doubt because of the open plan. Because we sit there and 
communicate to each other all the time and ask each other questions all the 
time about stuff. So why don’t you have a look at this and why don’t you have 
a look at that instead of sitting in your own little office, cocooned for most of 
the day, doing whatever… (Masa, AC) 
 
Good communication needs to be invited by leadership and fostered by 
organizational structures. One senior coach (Tom) recognized that he needed 
to communicate so that others could meet his expectations: 
 
... if I go in my shell and have thoughts going through my head and an 
idea of how I want things to work and I haven’t communicated then you 
do get conflict that people don’t understand and they don’t deliver what 
I expect them to.  
 
Another SC found when he encouraged two-way communication, it had the 
benefit of involving others, but this approach took time. 
 
When you go down that track and you’re asking for people’s opinions 
and you want them to have a debate, all of a sudden it takes time to do 
that. … I actually want you involved in this process. So all of a sudden 
I’m seeing 10, 15 players a week who want to come and have a chat to 
me about a whole range of issues because they feel like they can voice 
their opinion. (Eliot, SC) 
 
The valuing of others’ opinions helps to satisfy one the three basic 
psychological needs of people – a perception of belonging (Deci & Ryan, 
1985). Masa (AC) felt encouraged to speak up by the senior coach as 
demonstrated by the following statement, “… the encouragement to speak up; 
the coach encourages that and wants you to.” Another AC (Damien) reported 
how their players’ input contributes to better strategies and winning games. 
 
The way that we do it here is have a lot of input from our players so it’s 
the management of that. Certainly the exploration of ideas or better 
ways and new ways to implement some of those strategies and coming 
up with strategies that are going to help us win more games and score 
more effectively.  
 
The perception that you can contribute to decision-making and that your 
opinions are respected and valued promotes the satisfaction of a fundamental 
need of people – a perception of autonomy (choice); i.e., not feeling totally 
controlled by others (Deci & Ryan, 1985). This SC behaviour fuels the intrinsic 
motivation of the ACs to be more involved in their work (Deci & Ryan, 1985). 
However, the experience of assistant coaches varies: sometimes the 
trust of the senior coach grows and an assistant can give feedback freely or a 
club provides clearer guidelines so that what was required and expected was 
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far easier to understand (Sam, Admin). It is understandable that it takes time 
to build up trust between the SC and the ACs. Bill (AC) added: 
 
I think it’s been a matter of added responsibility that comes with 
building up that trust from the senior coach that he can hand over 
responsibility. I think he’s been more willing to take on advice that may 
be given and feedback that may be given. Prior to that it might have 
been a little bit more tip-toeing around and just waiting for him to say, 
come in, come in and tell us what your thoughts are. Now I feel a lot 
more comfortable just to give him my thoughts and feedback.  
  
(On match day) ... our coach is comfortable about [ACs] making calls 
about their areas. Our three Assistants, forwards, mid-field, defence 
and probably the ruck coach as well, who is in the box, would all have 
their views. They all have a strong input into it. Ultimately the senior 
coach has got to call the shots but I suspect he is more willing to have 
the chatter going on around him to get the right solution than perhaps 
what some other coaches might. (Peter, Admin) 
 
Sometimes it’s a case of “bite your tongue”, and the degree to which ACs 
disclose their true thoughts depends upon their perceived relationship with the 
SC. A challenge for ACs is knowing when to speak and how to convey their 
point of view: 
 
I suppose it’s holding back when you’ve got a strong opinion on 
something that might clash with other people in the way that they see it 
... I think most Assistant coaches are fairly strong minded people and 
they coach because they think that they’ve got something to offer and 
all those sorts of things and in this role, there is a lot of times when 
you’ve actually got to bite your tongue and say nothing…  
… at times the juggling act between what you want to do as an 
Assistant coach and the way you see the game being played and all 
those sorts of things, you always, you constantly have to reign that 
back to fit in with the senior coach and that at times can cause 
difficulties because the players obviously pick up on it and you know it 
can cause some uncertainty in the playing group if they’re getting a 
couple of mixed messages. So, that’s something that I suppose 
experience and a good working relationship with the senior coach is 
very important for that. (Steve, AC) 
 
Delegation 
Several senior coaches reported on delegation, giving examples of 
their practice. However, the recognition of their overall responsibility remained 
dominant: 
 
At the end someone’s got to be responsible and you can hand all the 
empowerment and responsibility back to players and staff that you’d 
like, but at some stage there’s a situation where someone needs to be 
responsible. I don’t think you can get away from that in the position of 
senior coach. That’s why I think you still have to have a certain degree 
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of hands-on because in the end you will be responsible for the result. 
(SC, Participant C) 
 
Effective leadership provides clear direction of expectations. For example, one 
Senior Coach (Jed) offered clear distinctions between directing what he 
wanted a team member to do but not telling them how to do a task within their 
area of expertise. 
 
The expertise of the, let’s just say the Psychologist, is that I wouldn’t 
tamper with his area but I will be very judgmental of his area by saying 
well this clearly, your first priority is with the long term rehabilitees who 
are fluctuating from time to time. Medical staff say to me that they’re 
going to be back in four weeks and they come back in four weeks and 
they’re not ready to play you haven’t done your job. I’m not going to tell 
you how to do your job but that player has got to be ready to play in 
four weeks. So that’s his undertaking.  
 
Managing staff 
The composition of a coaching team depends on the personality and 
the profile of the individual senior coach but the need for complementarity, 
strong leadership and a co-operative approach were stressed by many 
interviewees. Built around the Senior Coach, a team’s roles will evolve 
according to the leader’s profile. Many Senior Coaches seek to balance their 
team with complementary strengths. 
 
I think the overall model which works best … is one where we were 
talking about a senior coach who is absolutely committed to employing 
the very best people that he can, complementing his own strengths and 
weaknesses, and totally focused on getting the best from that group 
and integrating within all of that I think your senior playing group as 
well. (Admin, Participant C) 
 
Qualities of people recruited to the team were considered important: 
 
Yes, I think we understand that getting good people - and that’s quality 
people in terms of their characters, not so much in terms of pure talent 
in their performance …  but if you don’t think that’s its character first 
and talent second, then you’ve got a problem.  And I think that we’re 
now educating and football clubs are getting better. The Boards of 
football clubs are now painting/selling the vision and raising the money 
and they’re appointing a CEO and a football department that runs by 
itself and not interfering with the day-to-day running of the club. So 
we’ve had a fundamental change in Australian footy at the AFL level in 
the last couple of years. (Robert, Admin) 
 
However, an awareness of the strengths and limitations of all staff was critical 
in producing a complementary team of coaches and ancillary staff, a view that 
was expressed by Alex (Admin): 
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The key thing is to very much understand what your senior coach is 
actually good at and what he’s not very good at and make sure you’ve 
got structures in place to complement all of that aspect of it.  
 
Club Management 
The role of the coach in “bridging” the professional performance of the 
club and its board, members and sponsors can be “crucial”.  
 
He (the Senior Coach)’s really struck a chord with our sponsors and 
with our members and I think the influence that he has in managing 
that particular part of his role has become crucial. They feel that they’ve 
got an ownership in our footy club and that’s only come because of the 
way that he’s managed that group of members. (Damien, AC) 
 
The task of club management is challenging for SCs, which caused them 
some frustration. However, the SC has to learn to work within those 
parameters. For example: 
 
So the coach knows that by wanting to become a senior coach both in 
the process of being appointed but also in retaining his job he’s going 
to have to learn to work with that contradiction … So I think the hardest 
thing or the most challenging aspect of it is trying to, wherever he can, 
establish with the people who have the most control over his destiny 
what are in fact the measures of success and what are the issues that 
you want – the Board has expectations in regard to or the senior 
management have expectations in regard to. And there must be as 
much clarity in that area as there possibly can be and that is a real 
challenge because it’s hard to get clarity. (Alex, Admin) 
 
Eliot (SC) saw these wider issues impinging on the way he coached and 
recruited. 
 
To a certain extent you set the agenda with the way in which you want 
the club to play the game, the style of game. That means some 
consultation with the Board, which don’t necessarily have a picture in 
their head themselves how it should be played. Issues that come up on 
that are; is it going to be a style of play that is attractive to our 
members? Are they going to want to be associated with it? Is it exciting 
or is it down or, those sorts of issues. That really needs to be nutted out 
very early in the interview with assistant coaches, the expectations 
from the Board of Management, if they have any expectations. Some of 
them may not. Because it can have a significant effect on the way you 
go about your business of coaching. It is to a large extent player 
recruitment.  
 
Funding 
Raising funds and talking to sponsors have become increasingly 
important in the senior coaching role. Most interviewees see it as part of the 
role, though not their main focus. One Senior Coach sees it as a task on top 
of his core business, but necessary for the resources money can buy. 
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So there is hell of a lot more of that sort of stuff to do plus the 
commitment to raising money and talking to sponsors. … It’s 
resources. It’s to do with development of our facility here, development 
of our players, psychologically, leadership wise, strength and 
conditioning. Come up with whatever you like. If you haven’t got the 
money you can’t deliver a programme that’s as professional as it might 
be. Some teams, with their intravenous drips or their sleeping under 
high altitude tents, these all cost a lot of money. (Luke, SC) 
 
Building a Team/Brand 
Promotion of the club’s reputation, on and off the field, is “integral” to 
the task of coaching as seen by one CEO:  
 
Roles which are of lesser importance but still integral to the whole role 
(of the senior coach) are things like the promotion of particular football 
club so it’s seen as an admirable organisation as well as a well run 
one, giving back to the community, attending board meetings and 
providing regular reports from a governance point of view to the board. 
... But there is a whole gamet of things that I expect a senior coach to 
do which is about community work, which is about displaying the right 
values, developing the brand of football the club wants and all of those 
things. (Frank, Admin) 
 
Another CEO distinguishes between the “core business” of winning and the 
“other issues” that are central to the success of the club. 
 
Obviously your primary function is in terms of performance with regards 
to the team that you’re charged with responsibility for. … in the end one 
isn’t going to survive without the measure of success being achieved. 
Outside of that there are obviously a whole range of other issues that 
relate to marketing and player development, sponsorship arrangements 
and a whole lot of other matters that sort of sit around that that are 
peripheral to your core business but central to the success of the club. 
(Sam, Admin) 
 
Jack (SC) acknowledges the high profile of his SC role but balances 
these aspects against his overall responsibility to win games.  
 
The senior coach is very much the face of the football club now. I think 
all roles are very important but some are less important to winning 
games. For instance what I say and do in the media has no bearing on 
whether we win or lose games. When I go and represent the club at 
junior development or speaking engagements that has no bearing on 
whether we win our game. So they are less important roles in terms of 
your ability to win games of football but they’re probably not less 
important in, I don’t believe, in the overall role of an AFL coach.  
 
Responsibility for the club’s reputation is also part of the Assistant 
Coaches’ role, though to a lesser extent: 
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… there’s not a great demand for Assistant Coaches in the community. 
But having said that, it doesn’t relieve them of their responsibilities of 
duties ensuring that the club has a good reputation. And so they do the 
school work, they go to charities, they do attend the local high schools 
etc., the local clubs. (Frank, Admin) 
 
The role of Masa (AC) was designated to focus on maintaining “the brand” of 
his club: 
 
I would see that looking after the brand is the most important. Making 
sure that we play how we want to play. If someone like Coles/Myer 
loses their brand name they’re in deep shit aren’t they? Any business, 
BHP, you need your brand, not to waiver too much. You need it to be 
rock solid. People need to understand the company and the football 
club’s no different. We’ve taken [Club] in a direction which we believe 
will give the club sustained success for a long time and we’ve 
developed a brand that we think will give [Club] that so it’s very, very 
important that we uphold that brand. It’s essential. Our supporters 
expect it, the media expect it.  
 
Duncan (AC) felt this aspect of his role was overtaking core tasks of coaching:  
 
At this footy club players and coaches, coaches are heavily involved in the 
promoting of the club, the marketing of the club. At times it almost takes 
precedence over our match day coaching or our general coaching role.  
 
The degree of ownership for the club felt by other members of the team may 
vary but Masa (AC) had a positive view due to the club’s communication style. 
 
We’re a very open club. I know everything that is going on in marketing, 
membership merchandise, finance. They have meetings every week 
and they send us there to doc points on their meetings – everyone in 
the club…  I think it’s fantastic that you know what’s going on in your 
club. … It gives you an affiliation with the club, it brings you closer to 
the club, knowing what’s going on, people working together and also 
improves your communication because when you see them you can 
talk about stuff. ‘What about so and so, what about this that you did it’s 
fantastic’, you know it gives you a greater affinity with the club.  
 
Managing the Board 
The role of the coach in “bridging” the professional performance of the 
club and its board, members and sponsors can be “crucial”.  
 
He (the Senior Coach)’s really struck a chord with our sponsors and 
with our members and I think the influence that he has in managing 
that particular part of his role has become crucial. They feel that they’ve 
got an ownership in our footy club and that’s only come because of the 
way that he’s managed that group of members. (Damien, AC) 
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Alex (Admin) detailed the challenge in this management task: the people who 
have the least amount of expertise, who have the least amount of knowledge, 
and the least amount of time end up making the most important decisions and 
that’s the Board. He also felt that these aspects of the role of Senior Coach 
“have been, for some period of time very, very overrated.” Alex continued: 
 
I think sometimes the performance of the person in regard to the 
external stuff e.g. has the person got a good media profile, has the 
person - is he a good person with sponsors and members and all that 
sort of stuff I think is probably and has been for some period of time 
very, very overrated. In the end if the person can do all those other 
things they build the respect they need to build to have at least enough 
of that to survive in club footy.  
 
Public Relations 
The impact of the media was described in two ways. First, the role of 
those in leadership who were spokesmen to the media for the team: 
 
My other roles, to take that further are obviously to be a spokesman for 
our football team on all issues with the media. To answer to our CEO 
and our Board on any queries that they have on the direction that the 
football team is taking and how it presents itself and how it’s perceived 
in the public eye. (Tom, SC) 
 
Second, being so much in the public eye through media interest in the 
game had a big impact on individual coaches and Board decisions. 
 
It is difficult. There aren’t many occupations where the public scrutiny is 
as harsh and obviously that’s why the money is good because the 
media pay good money for the media rights and there’s interest in it. 
It’s hard for Boards and the people who are in the position of making 
those decisions sometimes when they’re getting whacked on the head 
regularly from outside sources to perhaps keep their confidence. 
(Peter, Admin) 
 
Eliot (SC) also reported the high media profile associated with coaching in the 
AFL: 
If I was coaching out in the country and got beaten by 24 goals the 
local community would know about it but not Australia.  
 
Performance Review 
 Some clubs introduced performance reviews for Assistant Coaches but 
this was not consistent across the clubs represented in the project. As one 
CEO stated, “Performance reviews are relatively new with assistant coaches. 
Our coach holds performance reviews every six months” (Frank, Admin). Jack 
(SC) stressed the importance of appropriate processes in place to ensure an 
appropriate evaluation takes place: 
 
AFL Research Report: Coaching knowledge, learning and mentoring in the AFL 
Cliff Mallett, Tony Rossi, & Richard Tinning   11 
Jack: So it’s really an ongoing assessment. Is there a formal, at the 
end of the year where he sits down and says, ‘Look, you’ve done well, 
you’ve done this’, probably not at this stage.  
Q: Do you see that as a useful step forward though, in terms of 
professionalising AFL coaches, that there should be some template? 
Jack: I certainly think that when things are going well, it’s OK. But I 
think when things are going poorly it would be nice to have the 
processes in place that if you ticked them off and you won five and lost 
17, which certainly happens because some teams just haven’t got as 
good a team as others, at least some process is in place that you can 
go away and still feel good about yourself. We set out to do this, this 
and this and we’ve actually achieved four of them, and so I’ve had a 
good year. So I definitely think that’s a worthwhile exercise to promote 
… And there’s no doubt that you should have indicators that are 
measurable in regards to whether you’re winning or losing because 
there are teams that have different ability levels and are in different 
phases of their development. 
 
One of the challenges for AFL clubs is how to measure the quality of 
performance of their coaches.  
 
It’s very, very difficult to get away from – I often say the hardest thing 
about professional sport in a club and team environment is that it’s very 
difficult to establish appropriate measurements on performance. (Alex, 
Admin) 
 
Information Management 
An increasing challenge for both senior and assistant coaches is the 
management of data collected on performance. There has been a significant 
increase in information management (data collection and analysis). For 
example, the use of computer-based software, such as the GPS system, to 
analyse performance data has become commonplace in many clubs. 
However, some coaches have reduced the focus on data and preferred to 
spend more time “hands on” with the player. Perhaps the reduced focus on 
data might be due to the evolution of coaching expertise. It is suggested that 
over time coaches probably do not need to spend as much time with the data 
because they develop a better understanding of the game and its important 
constituent parts: 
 
The biggest challenge is not getting caught up in the data, being able to 
draw out the key message and deliver that, simply. The benefit is that 
there is more data, no doubt so you’re able to have a better handle on 
the information or how the information has evolved. The crux is that 
you’ve got to draw out the one or two or the single most common 
theme out of that and be able to impart that onto the players so that 
they have a practical way of using it. There’s no use giving them a 
bucket load of information because it just becomes too hard for them 
and they end up doing their own thing. (Bill, AC) 
AFL Research Report: Coaching knowledge, learning and mentoring in the AFL 
Cliff Mallett, Tony Rossi, & Richard Tinning   12 
Steve (AC) reported the reduced need for copious amounts of data on 
performance as he developed his coaching practice: 
 
… what’s less important? Well, I suppose in the scheme of things, all of 
the mundane paperwork sort of stuff that you do in terms of statistical 
stuff, reports for players, um, analysing, um, you know, reams and 
reams and reams of tape and all that sort of stuff become less 
important although, I think there have been some coaches, and I’ve 
certainly been one, that have fallen into the trap of doing more of that 
than you should do. So, I think you are constantly battling to remain 
hands-on with the players when your natural instinct, at times, is to go 
and churn through information on a laptop or, you know, a stats 
package or whatever. So, I’ve just recently, I suppose in the last couple 
of years, made a change more into the hands-on area with just sort of 
working with the players and less reliant on the stats side of things. 
Q:  Do you think that’s because you’ve become more familiar with that 
information and have been able to, I guess, filter down? 
Steve:  Yeah, yeah I think so. I think so. I think my first few years of 
coaching I was certainly digging deep into all that sort of stuff to try and 
get a feel for trends in the game and where it was heading and all that 
sort of stuff but I suppose now that being, going into my seventh, I 
think, year as an assistant um, you’re a bit more comfortable with all 
that and the numbers and all that I suppose you check just to confirm 
things rather than find out things and, um, that’s the way that I operate 
now. But having said that, being the opposition analyst, I still have to 
chunk out a fair bit of stuff so, it’s pretty full on. (Steve, AC) 
 
Player Management 
A key role of coaches’ work, especially the ACs is player development.  
 
Player recruitment and development 
Another variable was the way player recruitment and development 
would, “to a large extent, be driven by the style of game the club adopts” 
(Eliot, SC). Jed’s (SC) priority was to ensure the long term good of the club 
and the team, despite limited tenure. 
 
I’ve been fortunate through football that I’ve always believed, the team 
first, you second and it’s never changed as a coach. I will select players 
on the basis that I’m here for one year that I’m going to leave the club 
in good hands for whoever takes over next. If I’m renewed, I’m the 
beneficiary, if I’m not someone else has got to be the beneficiary. No I 
work on the simple principle that you are a servant of the club and I’d 
like to be judged, when I move out of the place, that I’ve left it in good 
order.  
 
Responses from many coaches reflected a sense of respect for the 
individual player. Frank (Admin) made this distinction in describing their 
responsibilities: “to maximise the performance of the team and at the same 
time, probably a better word, to optimise the performance of each player.” 
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Jed (SC) saw maximizing player performance as the key to success: 
… teaching them, improving their skills, improving their knowledge of 
the game, teaching them the game plan. More a teaching role and 
management in terms of you’ve got 48 guys and you manage them all 
differently. Making sure you understand what each and every one of 
them makes up as an individual and relying on your staff, your 
assistant coaches, to help you in those roles. In providing them with a 
game plan and the team rules that you think can ultimately win or 
deliver a Premiership.  
 
Masa (AC) who also has some football manager responsibilities also 
regarded his support for players as fundamental to his overall role: 
 
Obviously if the players can be the best they can be it helps the club be 
the best they can be. But certainly from my two roles, if you want to 
class it as that, is to help the players be the best they can be and 
administratively make sure everything from that point of view runs 
smoothly as well with my little area of football manager’s duties. 
 
Good personal relationships between coaches and players contribute 
to success. Sometimes players were allocated to coaches by their field 
position but also fitting the player to the coach.   
 
(To) have direct responsibility for certain players to make sure they 
don’t slip through the cracks during the course of the footy season. 
Make sure they’re getting regular and consistent feedback and also 
they’re heading to where they want to be as at the end of the season. 
As far as what they want to achieve and how much of an improvement 
they’ve made as footballer as well. (Duncan, AC) 
 
Damien (AC) described how the good relationship between coach and player 
helped him be effective in his role: 
 
… to be able to gain the players’ confidence to work with them. Have a 
very sound knowledge and understanding where they have confidence 
and respect in you as a coach where they feel that you know what 
you’re talking about. There’s that respect, the communication and the 
knowledge aspect is what I see as being important components of it. 
Honesty is essential. (Damien, AC) 
 
Other Senior Coaches also stressed that the players were to develop not only 
in terms of performance but also to “develop as a person…  I would like to 
think that every player that walks in this place develops not only football skills, 
but everyday life skills.” (Jed, SC). Tom (SC) added: 
 
And the other part of my job that I see is to develop the players to be 
able to perform at their best, which means both on and off field. Making 
sure we’ve got a group of people in place to assist the players in their 
own personal growth outside of just football.  
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Increased responsibilities for the senior player group as part of 
leadership was noted as a development. 
 
… what he’s [SC] actually been able to do is have a coaching team as 
well as a leadership team of which there was far less delineation 
between all of those areas. (Alex, Admin) 
 
I think it’s changed in that we’ve probably been able to get the players 
more involved. The coaches have become, not less involved, but I think 
less falls on the coach. We’ve tended to put a lot more pressure and 
responsibility on the player group. When I first started you felt like you 
had to do everything. We’ll do discipline and we’ll do this and we’ll do 
that. Gradually, we’ve purposefully put a lot of that stuff back onto the 
player group. So I think there’s probably a better balance now between 
what we do and what they do. Whereas before it was, well we’ll do 
everything for you, you just listen. Now it’s a lot about, ‘you tell us what 
you think’. (Jack, SC) 
 
However, the degree of player involvement in decision-making was contingent 
on the leading players taking that responsibility on board and responding 
appropriately. 
 
They (players on the ground) make the decisions and if I’m not happy 
with what’s going on then I’ll send it out. It’s the chicken and the egg. 
The more information they have and they prove themselves and I trust 
them, the more opportunity I’ll give them to make those decisions. 
(Luke, SC) 
 
Summary 
(a) skilled leadership was viewed as central to successful coaching in 
the AFL; 
(b) effective communication was a key competence/skill/ability; 
(c) management extended beyond the team; 
(d) increasing number of staff associated with team causing additional 
management responsibilities; 
(e) increase in player input into decision-making was viewed positively 
by some coaches; 
(f) although there has been some improvement in the performance 
review process of coaches’ work, further development in this area 
was considered important; 
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B. Coaches’ work: Producing high performance 
 
 Producing high performance was the other broad category of coaches’ 
work identified from the research and central to performance was the 
importance of developing the team. Teamwork was a significant theme for 
most interviewees. The concept of teamwork included relationships within the 
playing team but extended well beyond this to the team of coaches and other 
professional support staff. For Eliot (SC), teamwork was more important than 
the role of “star players”. 
 
Part of the culture or the environment, in our sport, is about team 
building. I guess it’s the decisions on how you’re going to go about that. 
And it’s the power of the team, which can have a huge influence on 
performance…  I believe that a collection of good people working 
together can have a huge impact. It can create all sorts of fantastic 
achievements. …. It’s how you view the team aspect of the game. 
Some people might say, ‘yeah, we need a bit of team-work but, if we 
can recruit some really outstanding players, when the heat’s on, they’ll 
get us through’, which is fine. I tend to come from a different direction. I 
tend not to promote the star system, for want of a better word; I’m more 
on teamwork and how we function as a group of players to get 
performance. The next question could be, well how do you maximise 
this teamwork? .... I prefer to try and develop it on the job, this 
leadership teamwork aspect. There are so many opportunities 
everyday at work that are applicable to developing teams.  
 
For Bill (AC) the collective sense of team referred to both the player group and 
the coaching group. 
 
… our performance as coaches as a collective unit that’s based upon 
the team winning and losing. Also picking the team that’s going to give 
us the best chance of winning from week to week against a certain 
opposition becomes extremely important as well.  
 
From Frank’s (Admin) perspective he rated “team” relationships through the 
whole organization to be of utmost importance.  
 
…there needs to be so many different relationships built, … between 
players and players, players and support staff, players and 
administration, players and the coaches there is a myriad of 
relationships that I see as a key element to success in any organisation 
and certainly in a football club…. And so while I’m just putting aside for 
a moment the on-field activities this is semi on-field but I think it’s very 
difficult for coaches to actually grasp the importance of ensuring solid 
and healthy relationships which often are the difference between 
winning teams and not so much winning teams.  
 
Peter (Admin) extends this understanding further when he reports that the 
senior coach also gives players a “significant input into what happens.” The 
players’ empowerment has been viewed as a useful strategy in developing the 
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team culture and seems to be responding to some generational changes (e.g., 
generation X & Y) and it appears that the players and ACs have been 
receptive to his shift in approach to leadership. 
 
… in our case probably the senior coach’s embracing of the players 
being empowered and through their leadership programme the 
leadership group puts the players – they’re not seen as some underling 
layer of staff that sit at the bottom. Actually the senior coach has 
embraced them having a significant input into what happens and I think 
the way the team plays indicates that the players have embraced that. 
But equally I think you need a coach who is willing to genuinely allow 
them to do that rather than perhaps give them some of the things, 
which might be more token.  
 
Four sub themes under producing high performance were identified: (a) 
plan tactics, (b) specialization, (c) one-on-one, and (d) match day, which are 
discussed next. 
 
Plan Tactics 
 The role of tactics has arguably been important since the inception of 
the game, however, Eliot (SC) reported the increased emphasis on a 
systematic approach to the tactics of the game had become more strategic. 
 
Eliot: It’s the coaching style. It was really, out we go boys, there’s your 
position of play and now it’s, make sure you’re really fit and you’re 
highly motivated to play the game and let’s just try and get the ball up 
the other end. Our game is evolving now from watching other sports 
and talking to other coaches. It’s a lot more strategic and systematic. 
So the ability to be able to coach that, I find quite challenging, you 
know, the moment you start getting into areas of different learning 
styles of players, decision-making, game knowledge of how you want 
people to play. We choose to go that way, as a club and maybe we 
make it complicated but we choose to go that way, whereas we could 
make it very simple. We could say, ‘just get out there, get a hold of it 
and just get down there as quick as you can’. 
Q: So what makes that role, in performing that aspect of your work, 
difficult? 
Eliot: Because to get the ball from one end to the other with some sort 
of system requires teamwork, requires people understanding what their 
roles are.   
 
Some ACs are responsible for the development of tactics for the team: 
 
I am also the set play tactics coach. So every time the ball stops, within 
a game of football, I put the tactics in place. We practice the tactics, we 
review the tactics, we have statistical formulas, for want of a better 
word KPI’s, that we work to; again that’s my responsibility. (Jim, AC) 
 
In some clubs the coaching staff have actively sought input from the players: 
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The way that we do it here is have a lot of input from our players so it’s 
the management of that. Certainly the exploration of ideas or better 
ways and new ways to implement some of those strategies and coming 
up with strategies that are going to help us win more games and score 
more effectively. (Damien, AC) 
 
The changing nature of ACs’ work: Specialization versus diversification 
There was acknowledgement that there was an increase in the 
employment of ACs in recent years and whose primary role was to support 
the SC. However, the type of support required was contingent on the SC and 
their perceived needs. Hence, it was not surprising that coaches reported that 
there were notable variations in the roles and tasks undertaken by ACs in the 
various clubs. Some assistant coaches had become specialists and 
developed their skills in a particular area over several years (e.g., midfield 
coach) whilst other ACs were encouraged to develop competency in several 
areas by changing specific coaching roles each year. The ACs who were 
encouraged to continually change the nature of their work each valued that 
change, especially those who were interested in pursuing a career as a SC.  
The role of an AC can vary, largely determined by the leadership style 
of SC: 
 
Some senior coaches would say, ‘way you go boys, I’m not really too 
interested in what – you guys have got a bit of an idea how you want 
the forward line to operate or the mid-field to operate, you go away and 
do it and come back to me and report and away we’ll go. Other senior 
coaches will say, ‘all you’re here for is to make sure the equipment’s 
out. I’ll handle all this stuff.’ Not really into all the input stuff. If you talk 
to some of our assistant coaches here [AFL club] [they] have been in 
both types of environments. I think the role of the assistant coach is 
dictated by the philosophy of the senior coach (Eliot, SC) 
 
One Assistant coach described increased responsibilities and involvement 
when he changed clubs. 
 
The Assistant Coaches just thought, ‘Well training’s at four o’clock, 
we’ll be out there and help out’. But that’s how it was at the previous 
club I was at whereas now, the coaches all know specifically what they 
need to be prepared for and they’ve got areas that they run themselves 
during a training sessions. So the, I suppose you’d call it the job 
description for our assistant coaches, is very detailed and very full. I 
didn’t actually have a job description at my previous job and I didn’t 
have any position description at all that I could get reviewed on and I 
didn’t have any official reviews on how I was going in my job. It was 
very casual, it was turn up and if a team doesn’t go any good it 
probably means you’re not doing a good job but if a team’s going well 
you’re probably doing a good job. (Steve, SC)  
 
I think that with the increased number of assistant coaches what has 
happened is that it’s afforded the opportunity for assistant coaches to 
specialise in areas of expertise far more significantly than would be the 
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case in the past. When I first started working as an assistant coach 
there was probably only one or maybe two assistant coaches, now 
there are four or five. Therefore the nature of the brief, the area of 
responsibility has become far more specific and allows for a greater 
opportunity to analyse and become involved in far more specifics with 
regards to the game than would have been the case in the past. (Sam, 
Admin) 
 
Furthermore, Robert (SC) commented that sometimes ACs have expanded 
their roles without appropriate training and education: 
 
I think we’re responsible for coach and player welfare. I guess at that 
level we’ve got an assistant coach or welfare manager, psychologist. 
Most AFL clubs are combining it with the assistant coach’s role. I think 
it’s wrong because they don’t have the competences or commitment to 
that particular role because they see themselves as a football person, a 
football coach, and not the welfare person. 
 
Some interviewees indicated that the role of Assistant Coach is also 
being overtaken by other professional appointments to the team. 
 
I see the Assistant coaches as being a bit more of a moving target now 
because in some ways the head of conditioning and the head of the 
medical team are more important than the Assistant coaches. In terms 
of their input our conditioning people have as much input in how the 
week pans out in terms of preparation of the team now as the Assistant 
coaches. In terms of match strategies, obviously the Assistant coaches 
are important there, but if you then break up the makeup of your team 
what the medical and conditional people do with our players is just as 
important as the skills that the Assistants teach. A year ago we talked 
about making provision for an extra Assistant coach but when we 
actually analysed what we were trying to do with that position it was 
really freeing up time for the Assistant coaches for one of the Assistant 
coaches to go and supervise younger players on our list to do things 
that they need to do to develop into AFL players. A lot of it was 
bettered by actually having extra conditioning staff. (Peter, Admin) 
 
One-on-One  
One of the easiest roles reported by all Assistant Coaches and some of 
the Senior Coaches was working one-on-one with the players. The coaches 
also reported that they enjoyed the opportunity to work individually and in 
small groups. 
 
Q: What [work] roles do you find the easiest to perform? 
Steve (AC):  . . . well, it’s a very challenging environment that we work 
and the easiest roles to perform for me are I suppose it’s the one-on-
one sessions with players out on the oval where it’s just you and him 
and you’re working to develop a particular aspect of their play. Whether 
it be a skill thing or a tactical thing or whatever it might be but it’s just 
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you and the player and you know you can see improvement and you 
can give that player improvement over time and that’s very rewarding. . 
. . pre-season for an assistant coach I think is the best time. I think this 
time of the year is the best time as an assistant coach because, you’re 
actually, you’re out there, you’re training, you’re coaching you’re doing 
what you do best. And, when the season starts, what tends to happen 
is that the senior coach takes a bit more of that role and you take a bit 
less of it and you’re sitting back a bit more and watching and you’re 
thinking in your own mind, I’d do it this way or I’d do it that way, and it’s 
not as enjoyable as during the pre-season.  
 
Match Day: The coaches’ box 
 All participants reported that match day was one of the most difficult 
tasks undertaken by the coaching staff. The increased tension caused by the 
match often produced increased emotions and made communication more 
challenging as well as maintaining focus and clarity of thought during tense 
moments in the match. 
 
I think match day is difficult because you let your emotions sometimes 
spill over into the way you feel about the actual game itself and how 
that player is performing at that particular time. So whereas you’re a 
little bit more calculated during the week so that when something goes 
wrong you’re able to back up a bit and view it and give the, hopefully, 
the right answer. Whereas match day you haven’t got time to think 
about those sort of things so you’re quite blunt. I think some players 
take it to heart. It takes you half the week to convince them that it was 
in the heat of the moment. … Before the game pretty much looks after 
itself. After the game is, regardless of the result, you’ve got to 
determine whether you address the players or talk to players even if it’s 
ten hours later, the next morning. But you’ve only got – your lead up 
time is yours but when the match starts you know that you’ve only, 
technically got little green men running out and giving messages. The 
end result is that you’ve got five minutes at quarter time, twenty 
minutes and half time and six minutes at three quarter time to actually 
deliver what you expect of those players. So they’re the most difficult 
times and they’re the times that you have to make sure that what you 
want to get across is very much structured in a way that the player 
takes it on board. (Jed, SC) 
 
A major role of the AC is to provide assistance to the SC to assist in his 
decision-making: 
 
The pressure of match day and being able to function as a collective 
unit in the coaches’ box with the head coach and filtering back the right 
information that he needs to be able to perform his job. And identifying, 
during the game, and being able to give feedback to the players at the 
different breaks where they were going well, perhaps trends in the 
game that needed to be addressed that we needed to improve in. I 
think it’s probably just the pressure cooker situation that comes with 
being match day and the importance of win/loss. That’s the most 
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pressure I feel throughout the whole working week is the two hours on 
match day. (Damien, AC) 
 
Not surprisingly, the volume of information to be analysed can become 
overwhelming for coaches to be effective in the box on match day: 
 
Damien (AC): To be able to analyse the volume of information that is 
coming through and to be able to work to get your head around it and 
say, as a result of this occurring this is what’s happening. How do we 
influence that or how can we change that or alter that or how can we 
prevent that from happening again or this is where I reckon we need to 
go. 
Q: So what makes that so difficult to learn? 
Damien: I think it’s just the amount of variables that are occurring in 
your own area, let alone the whole field. It’s just the work environment 
that you’re in for that couple of hours. It’s pretty hot. It’s pretty 
emotional. 
 
However, the challenge of providing valuable information to the SC in the box 
on match day become quite taxing for some ACs, as evidenced by the 
following quote: 
 
I think match days have probably been the hardest one, as an assistant 
coach, match day is probably the most taxing. More from the point of 
view of, we’ve never got the final say but we’re always, as assistant 
coaches, are able to put in a lot of input and as assistant coaches you 
get knocked down quite a bit and I think that’s quite challenging as 
assistant coaches. Whether you’re right or wrong in the times before 
that, I think match day is quite taxing. Its taken time to understand that, 
that it’s not personal. The game is a very intense game. There’s a lot of 
pressure going on around you and I know assistant coaches at other 
clubs have had to leave clubs because they just couldn’t handle the 
pressure of match day and the intensity in a box on match days. (Jim, 
AC) 
 
The importance of preparation (in the week leading up the match) was 
emphasised by several coaches in reducing some of the tensions on match 
day: 
My thing is that my preparation is done pretty well during the week and 
I think if you’ve done that well, then you can be more confident walking 
into the box on game day. (Jack, SC) 
 
However, for the ACs to provide useful assistance to the SC there is a need 
for clarity of roles to be undertaken in the box during the match: 
 
How that sort of sits on match day can become a little bit more 
muddled in a sense depending upon the level of responsibility that the 
senior coach is prepared to afford you. I have had mixed experiences 
as an assistant coach with regards to that where I was given clear 
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direction and delineation of responsibility with some coaches and with 
others there was far less structured organisation and therefore one was 
never too sure whether you were operating inside or outside the 
boundaries that were expected of you. (Sam, Admin) 
 
Q: Do you find that the skills you need to have, in terms of during the 
week compared to say the game itself, are similar skills, different skills? 
Sam: Similar skills, I think. Similar skills in that making sure that 
everyone who is working with me understands what we’re trying to 
achieve. So even week to week and with different games, if I find that 
on match day if we’re all really well informed on what we’re trying to do 
and what we’re expecting from everyone and speaking the same 
language, that doesn’t change too much. But if I go in my shell and 
have thoughts going through my head and an idea of how I want things 
to work and I haven’t communicated then you do get conflict that 
people don’t understand and they don’t deliver what I expect them to.  
 
The ability to learn how to cope with the emotions during the match 
appears crucial to the performance of coaches. Often the lack of feedback 
about the performance of coaches in the box might thwart effective 
development of coaching competence during the match: 
 
I think always on game day you’re always, you know, ‘have I done well 
today?’ I think you’re going to assess your week, your preparation 
during the week, - I think at the end of the week you can tell, ‘I think I 
had a good week in preparation. Gees I was a bit worried about that’, 
and I think you can probably normally address it before the game 
starts. But I think game day is one that’s a lot harder to judge yourself 
and the, ‘gees could I have done that better?’ Sometimes you think 
maybe you could have and in reality you couldn’t have. It’s sort of 
probably a fine line between, how important is game day and some 
coaches would have a different opinion in that I would think, but it’s 
probably the hardest day to judge your performance because there are 
so many things happening and you only have a split second to react. 
Should you react? Did you react? So that’s probably the hardest day to 
assess your own performance. (Jack, SC) 
 
Summary 
(a) The ‘whole is greater than the sum of its parts” – the importance of 
the team over the individual was a common theme; 
(b) The dynamic nature of ACs’ work provides coaches with a variety of 
tasks and learning opportunities sometimes within a club but usually 
if they change clubs; 
i. The employment of other specialist personnel (e.g., strength 
& conditioning) is challenging the ‘social status’ of the AC 
within some clubs; 
(c) Coaches, especially the ACs found working one-on-one both 
enjoyable and easy, probably reflecting the perceived high level of 
their skill (self-efficacy) in that task. That skill/ability/copmpetence 
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was possibly developed from early experiences as a player helping 
less experienced players; 
(d) Undoubtedly the most challenging task for coaches was the time 
spent in the box on match day. The clarity of roles were considered 
essential to effective functioning in the box and subsequent coach 
development; furthermore, the ability to control emotions was 
considered important. 
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LEARNING 
 
There were many themes and variables that the coaches pointed to that 
influenced their learning. Again these have been put into figures and 
categorised for ease of summary. These figures are then followed by and in-
depth explanation.   
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Learning: Influences for the Assistant Coach 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Learning – Influences for the Senior Coach 
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A. PEOPLE OF INFLUENCE 
 
Assistant Coaches  
Several major groups of people were identified by the ACs as 
significantly influencing their development as coaches. The primary sources 
were their senior coaches, othe r coaches, and their coaches’ network 
(including other ACs). To a lesser extent, coaches from other sports, 
confidantes, people from outside the sport and Club Managers influenced 
their development.  
 
The influence of the SC 
The ACs generally reported the SC had the capacity to make a 
significant contribution to their development as AFL coaches, thus supporting 
the utility of a ‘community of [coaching] practice’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 
Wenger, 1998). Steve (AC) reported that “the senior coach at my first club 
taught me a hell of a lot”, which was supported by Duncan (AC) who said that 
“a fair bit of observation of the senior coach” was key to his development as a 
coach. This consistent source of coaching knowledge was reported and 
valued throughout their career as ACs. 
The partnership between the SC (master) and the ACs (apprentice) in 
each club were viewed by all parties as primarily a master-apprentice (SC-AC) 
relationship, with the SC guiding the development of the AC. There is an 
expectation on the part of the AC that the SC would support the learning of 
the AC. Likewise, the SC reported that supporting the learning of ACs was 
part of their responsibility. This reciprocal understanding was not necessarily a 
structured relationship but more of an unwritten expectation by both master 
and apprentice. One administrator (Alex, a former coach) reported that the 
development of the AC “fundamentally comes from the senior coach” 
supporting the view that a perceived role of the SC by the AFL community 
was to facilitate the learning of the AC. 
In their role as an AC, coaches often are not privy to some of the 
operations and tasks of the SC. That is, often ACs engage in very different 
tasks at work, however several coaches reported the importance of 
opportunities to learn more about the varied tasks of the SC and often sought 
to learn what goes in the life of a SC. This interest in what the SC does might 
be attributable to the AC pursuing a possible interest in one day becoming a 
SC. Some ACs reported that they were supported by their senior coach to 
prepare for the top job. For example, some ACs (e.g., Damien, AC) reported 
the importance of the SC providing information to the AC about how the 
tribunal operates or in the quote below what happens in football committee 
meetings: 
 
you’ve got to spend a fair bit of time with the senior coach to get a 
really strong feel. Maybe one hour a month where he can tell you [for 
example] what he does in football committee meetings, what are the 
responsibilities in there. … I’ve spoken to the Senior Coach about that 
… a couple of times through the year, about me putting down 
information that may be relative to making the next step as a senior 
coach. I think some of the areas that we’ve probably looked at are 
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clarifying your own feel from a philosophical perspective on game plans 
and recruiting and management issues or management styles.  
 
Other (and former) coaches 
Four of the six ACs in the study specifically reported the importance of 
mentors in the development of their coaching knowledge. In response to the 
question, “What do you think have been the major sources of information or 
knowledge for learning your various coaching roles?” Damien summed the 
perceptions of the group in saying that: 
 
when I first went on board I was looking around to see if there was, not 
so much a course, but someone or some person I can access. Apart 
from the club sitting down with an agenda of what I was to do, I guess it 
was trying to investigate what is that role going to evolve into.  
 
(a) Coaching network: Mostly other ACs. 
The ACs reported the importance of individual coaches’ networks in 
developing their professional practice. This ‘informal knowledge network’ 
(Allee, 2000) of other coaches (including former coaches) and other staff 
could be categorized into two sections: the establishment of the coaches’ 
network within each club (SC, ACs, ancillary staff) and a broader network that 
included others (e.g., former coaches, ACs at other clubs, coaches in other 
sports). However much of the data centred around the valuable source of 
knowledge that current and former coaches provided in the development of 
ACs. 
Networking with other coaches within the club was considered an 
integral part of everyday work, especially in the early stages of the careers of 
ACs. All ACs commented favourably on the interaction with other coaches in 
developing their coaching knowledge:  
 
… interaction with other assistant coaches at your own club and at 
other clubs … The one assistant coach that’s still here, he’s been at 
another club so you [are] often talking about my experiences at my first 
club, his experiences at his first club. What happened when that 
happened? What did the coaching [staff] do? So there is a cross 
pollination of that … Yes, I think initially the sources were quite narrow, 
probably totally from within the industry. (Duncan, AC) 
 
Furthermore, Bill (AC) commented that “… the guy I worked with at the first 
club as an assistant coach; I felt that he challenged me a lot in regards to my 
thinking as a person. Perhaps [it] helped me develop my philosophy on 
coaching.” 
Whilst it was expected that ACs would learn from each other as well 
their SC, it was found that some coaches also sought counsel from outside of 
the club, including ACs in other clubs (i.e., establishing an ‘informal 
knowledge network’). Bill (AC) said that, ”I think I have embraced other 
assistant coaches’ opinions a fair bit” and “in regards to other assistant 
coaches from other clubs I feed off them in regards how they coach against 
certain opposition”. 
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Duncan (AC) valued the importance of mentors and was passively 
seeking counsel from other coaches that he respected and trusted: “I don’t 
really have one or two mentors that I regularly keep in touch with but there are 
a couple of blokes that, from time to time, the same blokes that I do talk with.” 
In his case he had not settled on whom he would invest more time discussing 
more about coaching, which supports the view that coaches probably are 
guarded against organising their own mentors until they are more confident as 
coaches and believe they can trust the respected confidante/mentor, further 
supporting the establishment of an ‘informal knowledge network (Allee, 2000) 
in preference to a more fully functioning ‘community of practice’ (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).  
 
 (b) Expanding the network. 
 Most of the participants reported limited but consistent access to other 
people, which was supported by the following statement:  “I think each coach 
has one, two or three people that they really like to get close to and that would 
be the maximum, I think three or so.” (Frank, Admin). 
 Unlike the younger ACs interviewed, a more experienced AC reported 
the utility in accessing people from outside the AFL. Participant B stated that: 
 
what I’ve learned over the years is [that] there is a so much to learn from 
other sports and other coaches and I’ve become quite good friends with 
a lot of other coaches … basketball teams, and rugby league and son on 
… Talking with those people I’ve developed or learnt a lot from those 
experiences. 
 
Another experienced AC (Steve) also reported the benefits of seeking novel 
ideas from outside sport. He said: 
 
You’re always looking for something new and something better so whilst 
you use familiar people all the time, you’re constantly trying to think 
outside the square. For instance, you know, I’ve recently developed a 
contact [large finance company] who is big in high performance culture 
and what distinguishes them between their other competitors and that 
sort of thing. And I am just interested in meeting with them and talking to 
them about some of the things they do try and develop ... that can be 
transferred to into us as a footy club … The other thing that happens 
over time is that your network becomes bigger so therefore you’ve got a 
bigger pool of people that you can ring up or talk to or contact … 
 
Perceived lack of support for coaches 
There was a strong perception amongst the ACs interviewed that 
support for the development of coaches was lacking. For example, Duncan 
said, “I don’t think we as a group as a coaching group and the footy club put 
enough into the development of their coaches.” Duncan’s comments suggest 
that coaches would value additional support in developing their craft. Perhaps 
there is a perception from others that coaches do not need much support.  
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Summary 
 
 In summary, it was clear that the ACs in this study: 
(a) were passionate about developing their coaching practice; 
(b) sourced learning mostly from their SCs, other ACs and mentors; and 
(c) over time developed a network of people to discuss their work that 
initially involves people within the sport and probably as confidence 
grows they seek help outside the sport (i.e., mainly an ‘informal 
[coaching] knowledge network’). 
 
Senior Coaches 
 Like the ACs, the SCs consistently reported the significant influence of 
others on their development as coaches. However, unlike the ACs, the more 
experienced SCs favoured a close group of coaches and former coaches 
(coaches’ network), confidantes, coaches from other sports, and people from 
outside sport (e.g., business) as a source for learning.  
  
Former coaches 
 Several SCs and ACs reported the contribution of their own coaches 
when they were players as significant in their early years of coaching. These 
pre-mediate experiences helped shape their elementary understanding of the 
coaching process and the foundation for further learning (Sage, 1989). Jed 
(SC) believed that he realised he wanted to coach when in the twilight of his 
playing career and consequently began to collect literature on coaching. 
However, he began coaching sooner than later and reported the influence of 
his coaches in helping him in his early coaching career - “I went back on what 
I’d learnt from my coaches”.  
 A major reason for SCs seeking counsel from former coaches is 
because of the perceived ‘street credibility’ – they have been there before. In 
response to the question: “To perform all the roles that you perform as a 
senior coach, what do you think has been the most influential sources of 
knowledge for you?” Eliot (SC) replied, “People who have experienced it, 
mentors” and Tom (SC) agreed about the value of experienced coaches in his 
comment, “I think it’s the people around you; the chance to talk to people, the 
more experienced coaches”. However Jack (SC) believed that as you develop 
your craft sometimes you move away from some human sources and onto 
others: 
 
Certainly one particular confidante that I had when I first started [as a 
SC], I remember meeting with him and probably spending an hour or 
an hour and a half, I wouldn’t even speak to now. I think because I’ve 
probably developed, without being conceited, I think I’m way ahead of 
him in terms of where football is. … You can actually overtake them in 
terms of knowledge. So suddenly you’ve got to go to the next level to 
the people who are still ahead of you. So I think you’re always trying to 
get to people – you’ve overtaken some, and then you’re trying to reach 
people that you know you haven’t overtaken and have got more 
knowledge that what you have. … I think most successful coaches 
have an evolution of continually wanting to find out information and 
continually moving forward.  
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Confidantes 
 The use of confidantes was common practice amongst the participating 
senior coaches and sometimes these included understanding wives. “You 
need to have a good wife” was quoted from Luke (SC) as an important 
confidante. Furthermore, Jack reported that, “I’ve probably got as many as 
half a dozen to ten people that I regularly talk about, sometimes it is life in 
general, but then it sways around to ... my wife, my kids … I talk a lot about 
footy with them …” Confidantes included some Football Managers as 
evidenced by the following statement by Frank (Admin), “I think the odd one 
[coach] use the odd administrator, in particular probably Football Managers - 
the General Manager of the footy.” Trust and respect were important in 
developing relationships with confidantes. Until trust is established it is 
unlikely that coaches will disclose their concerns and issues.  
 
Senior Coach-Assistant Coach relationship 
 Several of the SCs valued their relationship with their ACs and often 
“use their assistant coaches as sounding boards” (Frank, Admin). As Tom 
(SC) reported, “just watching them [assistant coaches] and learning from them 
as well” was considered valuable for developing their craft. This reciprocal 
relationship between master (SC) and apprentice (ACs) - although informal - 
serves both ACs and SCs well in terms of learning their craft. This informal 
discussion of issues creates a ‘community of practice’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 
Wenger, 1998) in which all participants work together – to varying degrees – 
in supporting each other’s learning.  
 The effectiveness of the master-apprentice relationship between SC 
and AC, was contingent on the philosophy of the SC. It would be inappropriate 
to portray the relationship as a mentor-mentee, which infers an unproblematic 
two-way process in which both parties learn their craft. There was sufficient 
evidence that the effectiveness of the SC-AC relationship was based on a 
high level of trust and respect. The highly contested nature of the sport and 
the volatility of the coach employment meant that the freedom of disclosure 
between coaches adversely affected the transfer of information between SC 
and AC. This will be discussed later in the report. 
 
Networking beyond the AFL 
 Sources outside the football club and former coaches that were 
commonly accessed by experienced SCs included interactions with the 
business world and overseas sporting operations/franchises. In more recent 
times, some of the SCs reported increased interest in learning from the 
business world. For example, one SC stated: 
 
I’ve had more involvement with the Corporates. I think that’s really 
helped. Looking at them, they’re actually looking at us and they’re 
doing things similar. I think that [the] corporate area is one that we 
generally tend not to access much of. And I think it would be very 
useful to sit down with the CEO’s of BHP or Ford or what have you or 
go into a workplace. So I think to have a look at the way the corporate 
world operates, how they manage their people and all those sorts of 
things. I think that’s certainly an area that I’ve felt would be very 
AFL Research Report: Coaching knowledge, learning and mentoring in the AFL 
Cliff Mallett, Tony Rossi, & Richard Tinning   29 
beneficial in becoming a senior coach. … How they manage staff … 
(Jack). 
 The trend in coaches from professional football clubs visiting overseas 
operations was also quite common in this sample of AFL Senior Coaches. 
Although these trips in search of the latest developments in professional 
sports were considered useful, mostly they served the purpose of confirming 
the beliefs and practices of the SCs. Jed (SC) said that: 
 
none of them has really shaped me they just cemented ideas that I had 
about certain issues. There was nothing there that sort of jumped up 
and said, ‘Aw gees I’ve got to do that’. It was just, ‘Oh that’s parallel to 
what I did’. And that’s exactly against what I think and that’s probably 
why I thought they tumbled over. 
 
Jack who had also travelled overseas in search of novel ideas, practices, and 
philosophies made the following statement, which reinforced the perceptions 
of Jed: 
 
I’ve been able to go overseas … I think the last time I went to an 
overseas club, I actually came away probably not learning much but 
actually more reinforcing what you’re doing. That’s probably the thing 
I’ve noticed about AFL football that we actually do a lot right and we’ve 
caught up in terms of how we prepare ourselves. 
 
It is noteworthy that Jack also reported his earlier trip to the US was fruitful.  
 
I’ve certainly picked up a lot of things by video taping training, being very 
specific with your training and I learned that from my trips to America in 
[year]. So I‘ve certainly picked up a lot of things that we translated here 
… 
It might be that early in the careers of SCs that visits by coaching staff to other 
domestic and overseas operations warrant strong consideration in terms of 
coach development. However, the ‘grass is not always greener’. 
 Moreover, Andrew (Admin and former coach) supported the SCs 
seeking support for their learning through interactions with other people in and 
outside of AFL.  
 
I know our senior coach enjoyed the couple of years he had off 
overseas. He’s interested in other sport[s] and how some of those 
ideas can be adapted to the way he coaches. … I think he thrives on 
talking to other coaches about what they do. 
  
 The shift from predominately AFL people to an increasing network of 
external confidantes and contacts reflects a dynamic network of people who 
assist SCs in their quest for knowledge. 
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Summary 
 
 In summary, the sampled senior coaches in this study: 
(a) were strongly influenced by their own coaches as players and former 
coaches who had ‘been there before’; 
(b) continually search for novel ideas and ways of better practice, which 
often necessitates a change in who they seek for help – i.e., their 
‘informal [coaching] knowledge network is dynamic; 
(c) Much of the learning was driven by the SCs and importantly supported 
by the administrators. 
 
B. LEARNING FROM OTHERS: WHAT IS INVOLVED? 
Assistant Coaches  
 The interview data highlighted several key aspects of how ACs learned 
their craft. Of particular import were modelling others’ behaviour, doing 
assistant coaches’ work, pre-coaching experiences as a player and 
underpinning these modes of learning was the coaches’ passion to learn. It is 
noteworthy that the goal/s of the AC influenced how and what they learned, 
which is intuitively understandable. 
 
Observation 
Observation of others was a major source for learning, especially in the 
early careers of these coaches. The focus on learning through observation 
has been previously reported in the literature (e.g., Gilbert & Trudel, 2001), 
however, the impression one gets from the reading the literature is that 
observation infers watching another coach in action (live). Whilst this was also 
true for these AFL coaches, they also reported the importance of watching 
(and analysing) televised matches, video replays, and coaches’ behaviours at 
work, conferences, and through the media.  
 
(a) Observing other coaches 
The following dialogue shows the ongoing interest in observing others in 
action and the subsequent potential for assimilation into the coach’s practices: 
 
Q: How would you describe your preference for learning the different  
kinds of roles that you perform?” 
Damien: I reckon definitely observing. I do read a bit but definitely  
observing 
Q: So do you think that when you observe it’s more subconsciously or  
do you think it’s more strategic when you observe; you’re looking 
for something in particular? 
Damien: I think it’s a bit of both ... to give you an example, when  
another assistant coach came to the club I was probably a lit bit 
intrigued by this guy who hadn’t played AFL footy. I’d heard a bit 
about him and then he came as an assistant coach, I probably 
watched quite closely at how he operated and took on a fair bit 
of, ‘Oh, he does this’, or ’he communicates that way.’ … and 
then the other assistant coach having had success as a country 
coach, it was interesting to see the way he went about things. 
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So I suppose I just get intrigued to see how different people 
operate and how they go about it. Even when I go to 
conferences … you see David Parkin the way he sort of goes 
about it. David Wheadon might go totally different.  
 
The above comment was typical of those interviewed – they continually 
search for ways to improve their coaching practices and observing others in 
action is a key strategy. As Damien (AC) reported, “I probably tended to learn 
a bit off the other assistant coaches watching the way he went about 
analysing his area and his information and how he presented his ideas.” What 
they observe tends to be related to how coaches behave (e.g., coach-athlete 
interactions, communication) more so than the content of the information. It 
would appear that although some of coaches may have a general focus when 
they observe others, it is not necessarily too specific or conscious/strategic. 
There was strong evidence that the interviewed coaches appeared to be more 
visual learners, therefore it was not surprising that they tended to learn 
through observations of other coaches and equally as important footy 
matches.  
 
(b) Observing football matches.  
This group of coaches were characterized by an intrinsic interest in watching 
footy matches. In response to the question, “So in terms of you learning your 
trade as a coach or your craft as a coach what have been the major sources 
for that learning?” Masa (AC) replied, “For me, originally observing I reckon 
and then it was the doing … I’ve always been a footy watcher; always 
watched footy. It’s in my blood somewhere.” So the researcher asked, “So 
how far back would you go when you say you’ve always been a footy 
watcher?” He responded with, “Oh, right back”, which prompted the 
researcher to state, “To a young kid?” and the coach replied “Yeah.” Most of 
the coaches in the study reported they watched a lot of footy matches – live 
and video replays – and had commenced watching matches in their youth. 
The many hours of watching footy live and on television contributed to the 
understanding of the game and their subsequent coaching practices. The 
importance of the pre-coaching experiences such as watching footy matches 
and playing the game is underscored in the development of AFL coaching 
expertise. 
The importance of observing others and the intrinsic enjoyment in 
watching the game was further supported by Bill (AC) who said:  
 
I think playing. I think watching a lot of football helped me. I’ve always 
been someone – you know there are players who will be great players 
but then they won’t watch. Like a player I know, he loves playing and 
competing like no one else I’ve seen but ask him, ‘Did you watch the 
footy last night?’ ‘No, I’ve got better things to do.’ So I don’t think he’s a 
real student of the game whereas I actually really enjoy watching and 
perhaps analysing the game. 
 
Damien also reported the importance of watching footy matches as 
shaping his learning as a coach. Specifically his response to how he learned 
to synthesise all the data and then to translate that into a simple message to 
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the players was: “By watching games and videos of games allows me to track 
players, their movement and assess their reactions under pressure.” It would 
appear that watching lots of footy matches contributed to Damien’s 
development as a coach by analysing and identifying key aspects of play. 
 
Learning from playing (experiential learning) 
Research on successful coaches has identified the contribution of pre-
mediate (pre-coaching) experiences in developing successful coaches and 
especially the contribution of playing experience (e.g., Gilbert, et al., 2006). All 
participants in the research project had extensive experience in playing the 
game, not only as a junior but also at the senior level (see demographic data). 
These playing experiences were valued as a resource to inform their 
coaching. Some of tacit knowledge gained from playing the game comes from 
being coached and specifically learning from their coaches. Frank (Admin) 
reported, “in terms of coaching and tactics and styles and those things, I think 
they learn those from the people they were coached by … when they were a 
player”. It is argued that future coaches are probably interested in how they 
were being coached when playing and might develop some of their analytical 
and reflective skills during this time as a player. Moreover, some coaches 
reported the opportunity when they were in the twilight of their playing careers 
to assist (coach) younger players in technical and tactical skills providing an 
introduction to ‘hands-on’ coaching. 
However, two coaches offered personal examples to show how being a 
good player does not necessarily mean that you can immediately transfer that 
knowledge into coaching: 
 
I always thought I was a good kick and you think it comes naturally to 
people but you never actually think why you are a good kick, … but I 
actually learnt something about the mechanics of it … [and] I can tell 
him now why they’re a poor kick and what they need to do to … get 
better … I never really thought about it that much (Masa, AC) 
 
I’d played the game at the highest level and as a player … I’d played 
on instinct … I just knew where to run to get the football. I knew how 
[procedural knowledge] but didn’t know why [declarative knowledge], 
and then I had to translate that into coaching and then to coach the 
players into why we do these things. (Jim, AC) 
 
Learning by doing (experiential learning) 
Learning on the job and engaging in work tasks significantly contributed 
to the learning of these AFL assistant coaches. Although the coaches 
reported that they had some pre-conceived notion of what the roles and tasks 
of the AC were, a more crystallised understanding of what the job entailed and 
how to competently perform their job evolved from doing the work of an AC 
over time. This authentic learning was highly valued. Central to learning on 
the job, was the provision of feedback to facilitate learning. Furthermore, 
career coaches want to be successful and subsequently actively seek to 
improve their coaching practice and this drive for success fuels and directs 
their learning. 
(a) Playing experience and the development of reflective skills 
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It was acknowledged from a few coaches that although playing 
experience was important in developing coaching knowledge, not all players 
successfully make the transition into coaching in the AFL. Some types of 
players might be advantaged from the quality of their playing experience in 
terms of developing coaching knowledge. For example, a player who 
“struggles to get a game, worries every minute [if] he’s going to survive, thinks 
why it’s happening, asks the question, ‘Why did that happen? Why didn’t it 
happen? What can I do about that?’ is more likely to become a confident and 
successful coach than an outstanding player who probably didn’t reflect much 
on the game – they go and just do it” (Robert). Robert argued that outstanding 
skills playing the game and skills for coaching were not necessarily 
connected.  
Furthermore, “I found it very easy to talk to players about all the issues 
because I’d been through some of these issues as a player” said Jed, 
supporting the notion that players who struggled and worked diligently to be a 
successful player may have a better appreciation of key issues because of 
their own playing experiences.  
Playing experience has been found to be important in developing 
coaching knowledge (Gilbert et al., 2006) however, one cautions against 
generalising that just playing the game advantages some potential coaches. 
Playing the game provides some insight into the subtle nuances of the game, 
but it may be more advantageous for potential coaches to develop other skills 
useful to be successful in coaching, such as reflective or analytical skills. A 
player who develops reflective skills in thinking about the game and how it is 
played and how some players might think in particular situations can provide 
future coaches with some invaluable experiences and competences in 
reflecting about their professional coaching practice. Therefore, the 
importance of coaches reflecting on their own performance is central to the 
development of coaching knowledge and practice (Mallett, 2004; Trudel & 
Gilbert, 2006). 
 
Experience! - Going through certain scenarios and saying to yourself, if 
I was in that spot again I reckon I’d do that a bit differently or, I was 
pretty comfortable with the way I handled that particular situation. So 
getting into the hot seat as a coach really helped me. To re-experience 
or to try new areas of, can I keep that in control or, gee I need a bit 
more work on that or, I’m comfortable now in being able to handle that 
particular situation. (Damien, AC) 
 
A difficulty some coaches may have in reflecting upon the quality of 
their work is an honest appraisal of their performance. Jack stated that: 
 
I think when you’re reflecting you’re always struggling with – because 
you’re reflecting on yourself, so your ego is battling – am I telling myself 
I’m going well, or am I kidding myself. But I think if someone is sitting 
there and talking to you, and most of the time I’m talking about people 
that are generally well respected that you’re actually getting the 
opportunity to talk to. So when you’re hearing them you do tend to take 
that a bit more seriously or on face value that, ‘maybe that is working’. 
Because it is hard to judge yourself, it really is. The results tend to 
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judge you, in this industry, as much as we – you know, we’re rebuilding 
and we’ve got a young team and it’s all relevant but, at the end of the 
day, if you don’t win games of footy you end up getting the sack. I think 
you definitely reflect more when you’re sitting down talking with other 
people.  
 
Allocating sufficient time to reflect upon the quality of your coaching work is an 
issue, however it is a valued process that should be strongly encouraged.  
 
One thing about coaching is that you very rarely get too much time to 
sit back and ‘smell the roses’. You’re actually always under pressure to 
deliver so it’s probably more a case of, not in an arrogant sort of a way, 
but it’s probably more that it gives you an opportunity to think what 
you’ve actually done yourself. That people think you’ve done a good 
job. It gives you the opportunity to sit back and say, that did work, I’ll 
remember that. That must have worked because they’ve come to me 
and asked me about the leadership group or whatever. So I think it’s a 
really good time just to reflect and slow down and I suppose, give 
yourself a pat on the back, which at times is a very hard thing to do but 
equally is a good thing to do. You come out of it feeling good and you 
might pick up a couple of things from them. In some ways it’s 
reenergizing when you’re going through your work week or your year or 
whatever it might be. (Jack, SC) 
 
(a) The importance of honest, quality feedback. 
Although the coaches valued learning on the job, just doing the job 
does not necessarily mean one learns. The importance of feedback in 
accelerating the learning process was emphasised by several participants and 
consistent with many theorists on learning (e.g., Billett, 2001; Lave & Wenger, 
1992; Vygotsky, 1978). For example, to have “an experience and have it 
critiqued” [is important] “because you can be, I think, fairly blinkered at times. I 
got some feedback from the mental skills coach … so it was good to have him 
and then post match on, during the week say, ‘you were good there but you 
don’t probably have to worry about that’ … it was useful” (Duncan, AC). The 
ACs not only valued feedback from other coaches but also actively sought 
feedback from key people in the sport. 
For the ACs there was strong evidence that the SC and the other ACs 
supported each other with feedback about their performance of coaching 
tasks.  In some cases the feedback from the SC was more formalised. For 
example, Luke (AC) reported that: 
 
I do remember at that club that the senior coaches would sit down and 
do a performance appraisal. They would cover things like, the coaches’ 
box, your roles and responsibilities during the week, touch on all the 
different things then give you feedback on how you were going. That 
was good because the senior coach at the time needed to be guided 
through that strategic path to be able to give feedback. If it was up to 
him to give feedback on his own, he wouldn’t do it. So to be stepped 
through that process to give feedback was really good.   
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Although the ACs were keen for feedback on their coaching, the SC did 
not always fulfil that role to the expectations of the AC. Bill supported this 
sentiment with the following statement, “the two senior coaches I’ve worked 
under haven’t been great for feedback [in terms of quality of coaching]. So a 
lot of it is about analysing yourself and perhaps seeking feedback from other 
people in the box.” It is noteworthy Sam (Admin, and a former coach) believed 
that “support from the senior coach is the most critical element” in assistant 
coaches learning the most challenging roles in their job.  
The importance of the SC in clearly conveying their coaching 
philosophy and how the team was to play, which influenced the development 
of the ACs, was also emphasised by several participants in the project. 
However, there seemed to be some concerns in this area. For example, Alex 
(Admin) said: 
 
Like his [SC] specific philosophy on how he wants his team to play, 
which then underpins the personnel he needs, both his players and 
staff, and all around him. When you’re talking with young coaches 
they’re still fairly vague on that. What a management team is looking 
for or even a playing group, is a confidence which comes from having a 
process and a direction that they actually really believe in and it’s been, 
‘sold to them’  
 
Feedback was considered central to facilitating learning coaches’ work. 
This was seen as the element, which transformed an experience into 
knowledge (source?) and for some it was considered so important that they 
took personal responsibility to search for feedback: 
 
… there’s very little match day coaching. I got a little bit in the early 
days I had a sports coach. When I first came into AFL coaching I 
coached the reserve grade side. I asked my sports coach to tape the 
box and my quarter, my three-quarter and half time speeches because 
I felt no one would give me feedback. I asked for feedback and 
everyone said, you’re doing a good job. So I asked him to give me 
feedback. I guess I learnt a little bit from that but that was in the early 
days. Then when I became an Assistant Coach you get no real 
feedback and no real coaching. It was ad hoc and I had to review 
myself, regularly (Jim, AC). 
 
Assistant coaches tend not to get much feedback about their coaching 
from the majority of the players, which is not surprising. The younger players 
are probably focused on their own development and possibly do not question 
the coaching practices of the ‘experienced’ coaching staff. However, some 
assistant coaches value feedback from experienced players, “especially the 
players that I respect” (Bill, AC) and as one former coach Frank (Admin) said, 
“they tend [to] get most [feedback] from their player/leadership group, which 
might be six or seven players”. Feedback is important in the development of 
ACs, however it would appear that much of the feedback is dependent upon 
the individual coach actively seeking that information. 
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(b) Personal agency (self-motivation). 
Although feedback was considered to be important in the learning process, 
most coaches believed that the provision of feedback was more ad hoc and 
depended upon the AC actively seeking feedback from significant others, 
including the SC. In the following example the AC sought his own sports 
coach to help him develop his coaching practice in the early stages of his 
coaching career. In response to a question about the formalised nature of 
learning his job as an AC Jim said: 
 
No it’s no formalised … when I first came into AFL coaching I coached 
the reserve grade side. I asked my sports coach to [video] tape the box 
and my quarter, my three-quarter and half-time speeches because I felt 
no one would give me feedback. I asked for feedback and everyone 
said, ‘you’re doing a good job. So I asked him [sports coach] to give me 
feedback. I guess I learnt a bit from that but that was in the early days. 
Then when I became as an assistant coach you get no real feedback 
and no real coaching. It was ad hoc and I had to review myself.  
 
It is noteworthy that a couple of coaches reported that, in recent times, the 
provision of feedback from some SCs to ACs has improved. 
The personal drive to learn their craft was very evident in all coaches 
who participated in this study. They were driven to improve their professional 
practice and mostly in response to solving identified problems/issues and self-
perceived gaps in their knowledge. The coaches wanted to be better at their 
job. For example, Masa (AC) said: 
 
You really learn on the job … Now with the tribunal for example, 
because we didn’t have a Footy Manager [at the time] I wasn’t really in 
control of that but various people used to handle it. But I used to go in 
and be party to it and be part of the meetings and that so I had a grasp 
of it before I took it over … [Furthermore] statistics wasn’t part of my 
portfolio at [AFL club] but I learnt off the bloke who was doing it there. 
So when I came here and it was in my portfolio I knew exactly what I 
was doing … I wanted it to happen … I didn’t have much of a handle of 
it beforehand so … I made myself get involved in it, got printouts and 
studied it and all that sort of stuff. 
 
Often coaches reported learning from their mistakes on the job. This was 
evident for Jim (AC) who reported that he was well prepared for the mid week 
training but realised that he wasn’t as well prepared for matches: 
 
I was always well planned for Plan A but never enough for Plan B, Plan 
C, and Plan D and I guess that’s what I’ve learnt to do over the years 
and have fallback plans. That’s certainly helped me to become a lot 
better on game day … that’s come from experience. It’s come from 
being knocked down a few times and having to get up having to re-
evaluate why did I get knocked down. 
 
This above example, further demonstrates the strong personal drive of these 
coaches to improve their coaching practice. They are highly driven to succeed 
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and take on board the responsibility to self-evaluate their coaching 
performance. 
 
 (c) Importance of teamwork in facilitating learning. 
All coaches stressed the importance of working as a team of coaches 
in developing the team and club brand. For example, “You’ve got to help each 
other. You’ve got to work as a team. You’ve got to help each other with their 
roles” (Masa, AC). However, in some cases there was a concern that there 
was a perceived reluctance of some coaches to share their knowledge.  For 
example:  
 
I did find that at [AFL club] because people were guarding their territory 
… if too many people know how you do the job and end up doing it 
better you become redundant … it’s not a major concern but people 
protect their territory” (Masa).  
 
Elite sport is a highly contested environment and it is not surprising that 
although the rhetoric is to work together for the common good of the team, 
individual egos may hinder an effective ‘community of practice’. Many 
participants valued the importance of a ‘community of practice’ to develop the 
coach-player-performance relationship but individual egos can provide 
barriers to the development of an effective fully functioning ‘community of 
practice’. 
 
Coaches’ office design and learning 
All coaches reported about the importance of the office design in 
facilitating discussion and subsequent learning. However, there were differing 
views on the most appropriate design, some of which was contingent on the 
coaching style and philosophy of the senior coach. Some AFL clubs were in 
different stages of evolution in designing a facilitative learning environment at 
work - sometimes due to a lack of financial resources to change the 
environment. It would appear that the use of a common area for coaches and 
ancillary staff was valued for the discussion of issues and developing 
strategies etc. Masa (AC) believed the way in which the office plan was 
designed was essential to developing communication and subsequently 
developing coaching practice.  
 
So it’s a lot of communication. We have an open plan office … so we 
found that to be really important in our setup … because you’ve got 
that open plan office you’re communicating all the time … instead of 
sitting in your own little office, cocooned for most of the day, doing 
whatever…. 
 
This was supported by Jim (AC) who said that, “This is our meeting room. We 
spend a lot of time in this room with your planning and so on ...” It is also 
important to report that most of the coaches also valued private space to chat 
with individual players. Therefore, communal and private spaces were highly 
regarded in the workplace in contributing to the development of coaching 
practice. 
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 The development of an open plan/common area assists in the creation 
of an environment that promotes sharing of information. As Frank (Admin and 
former coach) reported:  
 
it’s very important for the [senior] coach to develop an atmosphere and 
environment where the assistant coaches can share all their 
information and do that regularly on at least a weekly basis about 
what’s worked and what hasn’t. 
 
Senior Coaches  
Learning to become a senior coach was in some ways different to that 
of the assistant coach. Developing coaching knowledge for senior coaches 
was strongly influenced by (a) experiential learning, and (b) networking. 
Furthermore the pathways to becoming a senior coach were identified and will 
be discussed in this section. 
 
Learning on the job (coaching experience) 
Similar to the ACs in this study, the SCs reported the significance of 
learning on the job. As Robert said, “I think all of that learning is essentially 
experiential.  Very little is learnt from the theory presented in coach education 
courses, I sense.” Again experience alone is insufficient, and Frank echoed 
the thoughts of several coaches when he said that, “primarily they [SCs] get 
their learning from experience and their own initiative”. The SCs need to be 
empowered to learn and with appropriate skills (e.g., reflection) can derive 
much of their learning from doing the job.  
As Jack said: 
 
some of the [SC] roles are probably very difficult to learn until you are 
actually given the job of senior coach  … I was in the coaches’ box as 
an assistant coach and learned a lot about match day. But until you’re 
actually given the headset and until you’re actually given the keys to 
the car, it’s probably something that you’re never going to be able – a 
lot of those roles I don’t think you’re ever going to learn until you 
actually start to do them. So it’s probably more a case of how quickly 
you can learn them and also what staff you’ve got around you when 
you are becoming a [SC]. 
 
It makes sense that much of what you need to know as a SC may not be clear 
to the person until they are in the ‘hot seat.’ This situated learning has 
considerable support in the literature (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
Jack focused his conversation on the importance of a balanced 
coaching staff in which there was a mix of experience. Specifically, if the SC is 
inexperienced then you require some experienced ACs and vice versa, which 
is important in facilitating coaches’ learning.  
 
Learning from success and failure. 
Part of learning was an honest appraisal of the quality of your work and 
reflecting upon decision made during in both preparation and matches. Jed 
also spoke about the importance of learning from mistakes: 
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Well being in the box match day luckily for me it came pretty easy 
because it was just making the right moves at the right time. You got 
some right and you got some wrong. It’s like anything else in life you 
get to crawl before you can walk and I dare say I made mistakes and 
did make mistakes.  
Although Jack supported the importance of learning from mistakes, in 
contrast, he stressed the importance of success in guiding learning.  
If you don’t win you don’t get the opportunity to know what works … so 
I think that once you win you understand what worked and lose what 
didn’t work … I think it’s the actual winning that enables you to 
accumulate the information and to continually move forward … 
 
Networking 
The development of a network of confidantes, which often includes 
other coaches (current and former) from within and outside the AFL, was 
characteristic of the SCs interviewed in this project. As Robert said, “If you’re 
serious about coaching, who’s going to give you feedback about your role? 
Who’s going to be in there and who’s going to be a sounding board for you. 
Coaches need a mentor!” Frank supported this view of Robert in saying that: 
 
I think each coach has one or two or three people that they really like to 
get close to … they bounce a lot of things off … a few of them also use 
the assistant coaches well as sounding boards … and the odd 
administrator, in particular footy managers. 
 
The perception that SCs were quite isolated in their job was strong. To 
whom do SCs go when they have an issue and need assistance? The 
potential danger in a SC seeking counsel from those people higher in the 
organization should be recognised. Although the AC can provide a ‘sounding 
board’ on occasions SC probably prefer additional counsel from some one 
who has ‘been there before’. 
Several SCs “try and talk to other [assistant] coaches” (Eliot) to bounce 
ideas off and the role of the ACs in this regard is highly valued by several 
SCs. For example, “Certainly, I think your assistant coaches are really 
important”. But the importance of including confidantes outside the club was 
also reported by a few SCs, including Jack: 
 
I think it’s also important to have some people outside the club, which I 
do have as well. Some of them are in other clubs to be honest but 
you’re not really talking specifically about their club or our club, you’re 
just talking generally about philosophies. I’ve probably got as many as 
half a dozen to ten people I regularly … I talk a lot about footy with 
them or just general things.  
 
The selection of who the SCs meet with to discuss their issues and ideas 
often depends upon the perceived needs of the SC. As Peter said in response 
to questions about SCs’ learning, “I would think hands-on, meeting with other 
people in the sports industry, or other people who might have the skills that 
they recognise as being useful for their role.” Logically, it appears that 
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coaches seek out people who can assist them with their solving their 
coaching-related problems. 
It was noteworthy that Jack, who valued talking and sharing ideas 
about footy, also stressed the importance of: 
 
being true to yourself and coaching the way that you want to coach. I 
think that’s the greatest challenge for coaching because there are so 
many distractions. So many people want to tell you how to coach and 
so many immediate people want to slaughter you when you lose that 
it’s very easy to suddenly become a different person to what you really 
are. I think one of the greatest challenges is to remain the type of 
person that you think that you were when you went into coaching and 
the ideas that you had that you thought would make you a good coach. 
That’s probably one of the greatest challenges, to stay down that path 
and just add those little bits and pieces along the way that you think are 
going to help you get to where you want to go. 
 
High moral character and clearly enacted philosophies and ideals were valued 
by many of the participants.  
 
Learning to become a SC 
From the data collected there appears to be a number of pathways in 
becoming a SC. Although there was some evidence that in the past some 
SCs were thrust into the head coaching position almost immediately from their 
playing days in the VFL/SANFL/WAFL/AFL it appears that in more recent 
times the SCs enjoyed an apprenticeship like journey into SC role in the AFL. 
For example, several interviewed coaches reported invaluable experiences in 
coaching football (a) in sub-elite leagues (including VFL and country leagues); 
and (b) as an AC in the AFL. The coaches were asked questions associated 
with the various pathways to becoming a successful SC. The following quote 
by Bill (AC) represents the views of many of the participants in this study: 
 
Bill:  I think you’d have to be an assistant [coach in the AFL] now.” 
Q:  Why do you say that? 
Bill:  I think you’ve got to prove yourself to people that you can actually  
do part of the job before they give you the senior job. 
Q:  Could you not do that by being the senior coach of the reserves?  
Coaching in the VFL? 
Bill: I think they’d then question your knowledge of the actual  
competition at the AFL level if you  were just sitting in the VFL or 
the TAC Cup, the Under 18s 
 Q: Is that more about perceptions, credibility as opposed to actually  
having the skills? 
 Bill: Yes. 
 Q: In terms of [coaching] skills, do you need to have the experience  
developed as an assistant coach to be a senior coach or could 
you get those skills from being a senior coach in the VFL? It 
could be either/or? 
 Bill: For me it’s two-part. I think you’ve got to be a senior coach  
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somewhere. Whether at the VFL level, at country league level, 
at metropolitan level, you need to be in control of your own 
destiny as a coach. So I think that everyone should be their own 
coach at some stage but then I think you’ve got to work under 
someone as an assistant coach at AFL level before you can step 
into the senior role. 
 
Although the pathways to becoming a senior coach in the sample 
interviewed were varied, the participants strongly favoured the importance of 
multiple experiences in other coaching roles before becoming a senior coach. 
The experience of controlling the team in a sub-elite group or even the 
reserves was considered essential (e.g., “making match day calls” – Andrew, 
Admin & former coach). Likewise the importance of engaging in the work 
undertaken by an AC was considered important in not only developing skills, 
but understanding the culture of the AFL and its operations. Robert (Admin & 
former coach) said it best when he stated that “I think you are better prepared 
for your role as a senior coach if you’ve actually been through the system – 
the understanding you will have will be significantly more.” Luke (SC) 
emphatically stated, “You should work as an assistant coach” to become an 
effective SC because he felt the SC had to do the “hard yards” to “appreciate 
the people who help you [as a SC] perform your job”. Although many of the 
participants reported that it was possible to progress from head coaching in 
the VFL (or equivalent) to the SC position in the AFL, it was believed that the 
progression through the AC position was viewed as a superior pathway. The 
varied pathways provides the future SC with work experiences that have the 
potential to develop the full repertoire of skills and competences required to be 
successful as a SC. It was reported by a few coaches that certain qualities of 
the SC were important, for example, “highly intelligent … strong character, … 
resilient … high ideals … and communicates well” (Peter, Admin & former 
coach).  
 
Summary 
(a) SCs experience a sense of isolation partly attributed to the 
highly contested nature of their work and the perhaps the belief 
that they don’t need support; 
(b) Observation and experiential learning are major sources for 
learning coaches’ work, however, self-motivation (personal 
agency) was requisite for coaches’ learning; 
(c) Participants reported the importance of multiple coaching 
experiences to develop the repertoire of skills required in 
becoming a successful SC; 
i. The preferred pathway to a SC included experience as an 
AC in the AFL and as a SC in a sub-elite league; 
(d) A major barrier to learning in many clubs was the lack of a 
‘community of practice’. Because of the highly contested nature 
of the coaching environment coaches preferred to develop their 
own ‘informal [coaching] knowledge network’, which was 
dynamic in accounting for the development of their coaching 
craft and the identification of novel coaching issues. 
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FINDINGS & CONCLUSIONS 
General Impression 
It would be the height of understatement to suggest that senior coaches in 
AFL clubs have a very demanding and very complicated work lives. Though 
not as complex, the work lives of assistant coaches are underpinned by both 
how they are able to support senior coaches and how to learn to become one. 
It is apparent from the data that assistant coaches appear to have more 
‘places places to turn to’ in terms of their learning suggesting that senior 
coaches do not so much have less opportunity but tend to be more isolated 
and have to self-motivate much of their learning. In this sense, there is little 
evidence of a genuine community of practice as described by Wenger (1998). 
It would appear that the highly contested nature of coaching at the elite level 
of Australian Football works against a sense of community. None the less, it is 
abundantly clear that the workplace is the primary resource for learning for 
AFL club coaches and the affordances, opportunities and requirements of the 
workplace create the catalyst for much of the coach learning that takes place. 
 
Major Conclusions 
1. There is an overwhelming emphasis on leadership and management 
tasks. Many of these tasks would have had to have been learned ‘in 
situ’ as no coaching coarse or formal learning process can prepare a 
coach for the magnitude of this aspect of their jobs.  Some of the 
management tasks are potentially delicate and sensitive and require a 
deft touch. These serve to generally challenge the coach. Other tasks 
are much more mundane and tend to be obstructive to the core 
business of the coach which is getting the team ready for competition 
each week. 
 
2. Generally the multiple and diverse nature of the work act as the 
catalyst for learning, they also are a motivating factor also not just for 
performance but for learning.  It is apparent that these coaches both at 
the assistant and senior level want to be excellent at the job. 
 
3. Commensurate with point 2, the coaches draw upon a highly 
developed sense of agency. They are motivated to do well and 
therefore seek opportunities to learn and improve. Their desire to be a 
first class coach, indeed be the best, meant that learning opportunities 
were sought constantly both within the organisation, through informal 
and often ad hoc reflective approaches, watching games and watching 
coaches; and outside of the club through expanded networks of 
colleagues, fellow coaches, informal mentors and confidantes. 
 
4. Becoming a senior coach was founded upon a participation and 
accumulation model. In terms of accumulation it was important that 
multiple experiences and participation in multiple activities were part of 
an assistant coaches work life. Assistant coaches were prepared to 
identify mentors but this was generally a loose description of something 
we have preferred to call ‘people of influence’. It was apparent that 
assistant coaches drew extensively on their relationship with senior 
coaches. 
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5. The data indicate that there was a perception of isolation in the senior 
coaches. Whist this may seem disadvantageous, we are mindful that 
this seemed to be a prime motivator to seek new learning opportunities 
outside of the club and could be seen as a genuine catalyst for 
independent learning based on personal agency and a high desire to 
be successful 
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APPENDIX A 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Examples of tree nodes as generated by NVIVO (Version 7) 
